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ABSTRACT 
 
LINKS AND DISCONNECTS BETWEEN THIRD GRADE TEACHERS’ BELIEFS, 
KNOWLEDGE, AND PRACTICES REGARDING NONFICTION READING 
COMPREHENSION INSTRUCTION FOR STRUGGLING READERS 
 by  
Nicole P. Maxwell 
  
In the current era of accountability, U. S. teachers face strict demands from No 
Child Left Behind (NCLB) to ensure that all students’ reading achievement meets the 
requirements of their respective grade levels (Coburn, Pearson, & Woulfin, 2011).  These 
demands are especially stressful when teachers have students who struggle with reading.  
Regrettably, many students grapple with reading difficulties, particularly with 
comprehending fiction and nonfiction texts (Allington, 2011).   
The purpose of this study was to examine the beliefs and understandings three 
third grade teachers held concerning nonfiction reading comprehension instruction for 
struggling readers and how these beliefs and knowledge influenced their pedagogical 
practices.  This qualitative, interpretive case study examined their beliefs using the 
theoretical lenses of epistemology (Crotty, 2007; Cunningham & Fitzgerald, 1996; 
Dillon, O’Brien, & Heilman, 2004; Magrini, 2009), social constructivism (Vygotsky, 
1978), transactional theory of reading (Rosenblatt, 1994), and the sociocognitive 
interactive model of reading (Ruddell & Unrau, 2004).  The following research questions 
guided this inquiry: (1) How do third grade teachers support struggling readers when 
navigating nonfiction texts?  (2) What are these third grade teachers’ beliefs and 
understandings about struggling readers?  (3) How do these beliefs influence the third 
grade teachers’ pedagogical practices with struggling readers?  Data collection lasted for 
five months and involved interviews, classroom observations, teacher debriefs, and the 
        
 
collection of artifacts, including DeFord’s (1985) Theoretical Orientation to Reading 
Profile (TORP).  Data analysis was conducted using the constant comparative approach 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  The findings in this study revealed links and disconnects 
between the accommodations teachers believed their struggling readers needed and what 
they actually provided their struggling readers.  These teachers faced pressures of time 
constraints and a focus on testing, which affected their pedagogical practices.  
Furthermore, they demonstrated a reliance on content area textbooks and dissatisfaction 
with the accessibility of nonfiction materials.  These findings highlight the need for pre-
service and in-service teachers to have access to quality nonfiction materials to use in the 
classroom and instruction on how to provide nonfiction comprehension instruction to 
their struggling readers.   
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
 In the current era of accountability, there is a strong focus on reading achievement 
at the federal, state, and district levels.  With the passage of No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB) in 2002 came heightened demands placed on schools, teachers, and students 
across the United States to increase reading achievement, along with the possibility of 
facing sanctions for not performing well (Coburn et al., 2011).  In an effort to 
accommodate the greater emphasis on reading achievement, schedules were altered to 
provide increased instructional time in reading and decreased instructional time in other 
subjects, such as social studies and science (Boyle-Baise, Hsu, Johnson, Serriere, & 
Stewart, 2008; McMurrer, 2008).  High-stakes testing became a driving force, and some 
districts instituted mandated curriculum in an attempt to stimulate widespread increases 
in reading achievement.  These pressures continue today and are certain to maintain a 
role in future reading research, policy, and instruction.  
The authorization of NCLB provided the federal government with greater control 
over local schools and increased the requirements and accountability of schools 
throughout the United States.  Among the requirements stipulated by this act is the 
specification that certain grade levels, such as third, fifth, and eighth, are considered 
“gateway” years, in that the students are expected to pass a state standardized test in a 
particular subject area, such as reading and/or math, at the end of the year in order to 
progress to the next grade level. Furthermore, all students were required to score at a 
proficient level on the grade level state standardized test by the 2013-2014 school year.  
In the last year the state was given a waiver regarding this requirement, although a new 
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set of standards and greater accountability systems for student achievement and teacher 
effectiveness were adopted in place of it.  Due to these new expectations, teachers still 
feel compelled to ensure that all students perform at a high level on the state standardized 
tests.  It is the students who are struggling to achieve in these specified areas, like 
reading, and their teachers who bear a heavier burden.  As these new requirements 
continue to push teachers and students in particular directions there is an increased 
demand for research that focuses on how teachers support students who struggle to meet 
their grade level standards.  In particular, there is a need to investigate the types and 
levels of support teachers in “gateway” grades provide for their students who seem to 
struggle in reading.  These students are not those that have been identified to receive 
special education support.  Rather, it is a group of students that have minimal additional 
support or attention from Early Intervention teachers.  In addition to examining what 
teachers are doing to support these students, it is worthwhile to consider the relationship 
between teachers’ beliefs and knowledge and their pedagogical practices.   
Research shows that teachers’ educational beliefs and knowledge are strong 
determinants of how they are going to teach the students who enter their classroom 
(Deford, 1985; Pajares, 1992; Richardson, 1996; Richardson, Anders, Tidwell, & Lloyd, 
1991; Squires & Bliss, 2004).  Whether those beliefs and knowledge are a result of their 
upbringing and life experiences, training received in their teacher preparation program, 
contextual factors within the school system or specific school in which they work, or a 
combination of multiple factors, they influence teachers’ pedagogical practice in the 
classroom (Kurumada, 2010; Pajares, 1992; Richardson, 1996).  While this applies to the 
teaching of all subject areas, the focus of this study was in the area of reading instruction.  
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More specifically, the focus was on reading instruction associated with the 
comprehension of nonfiction texts. 
Aside from the pressures that accompany federal and state mandates, teachers 
continue to face other issues in their classrooms, such as students who struggle with both 
learning to decode text and comprehend what they read.  Various terms have been used to 
identify these students, including at-risk, disabled, low reader, struggling, and below 
grade level (Alvermann, 2001; Möller, 2004/2005; Triplett, 2007).  According to Triplett 
(2007), struggling reader is the new term used to describe these children.  Although I 
hoped to develop a more positive term for these children, struggling reader is the term I 
used for the purposes of this study.  While the term struggling reader may apply to 
students that are having trouble with decoding, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension 
(Kucan & Palincsar, 2011), the students involved in this study primarily struggled with 
the comprehension of text.  Regardless of what term is used for these students, their 
teachers are faced with the responsibility of helping them gain the reading proficiency 
they need.  Teachers are not only responsible for helping their students gain the 
proficiency needed to perform well on standardized tests, they are also accountable for 
helping these students gain the proficiency necessary for success in future years of 
schooling and in life. 
In order to broaden the base of knowledge that currently exists regarding teachers 
instructing struggling readers in the area of nonfiction reading comprehension, I 
conducted a qualitative, interpretive study.  Through this study I hoped to further the 
understanding in the literacy field of the connection between third grade teachers’ beliefs 
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and knowledge about nonfiction reading comprehension instruction for struggling readers 
and the pedagogical practices they employed while working with them.  
Rationale 
My interest in struggling readers began while taking a course in my master’s 
program called Individual Assessment of At-Risk Readers.  The course met at the 
juvenile justice center located adjacent to the urban university in which I was enrolled.  
During this course, we learned about and worked with children in elementary, middle, 
and high school whose reading abilities were well behind what was considered on grade 
level for them.  A variety of reasons accounted for their struggles, but they all shared a 
common need to learn to read proficiently.  It was my first real glimpse that all children 
do not learn to read by the end of their early elementary years, which is something I took 
for granted given my own experience growing up, as well as in my first year of teaching.  
The knowledge and experience I gained in the Individual Assessment of At-Risk Readers 
course by reading about and working with at-risk or struggling readers stimulated my 
interest.  Not only did I feel inspired to learn more about who they were as readers, but 
also to find ways to help them succeed in reading text proficiently.   
 As an elementary Early Intervention Program (EIP) teacher over the last four 
years, I have worked with first through fifth graders who had trouble with reading.  The 
idea behind EIP is to have small groups of students, who perform below grade level 
standards, work with an intervention teacher.  The intervention teacher provides targeted 
individualized instruction to help the student achieve their grade level standards.  The 
times allotted for working with students are dictated by the state and county, and they 
range from a minimum of 45 minutes to 50 minutes per day.  Most of the classes I teach 
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are pull out, so I work with them in my own classroom separate from the instruction that 
is occurring in their homeroom classrooms.  Students may qualify in one of two ways.  
The first way is automatic.  If the student fails the state standardized test at the end of the 
previous school year, then he/she qualifies for EIP services.  The second way to qualify is 
by teacher recommendation, which asks the teacher to complete a skills checklist to 
demonstrate that the student is not performing on grade level.  Thus, students may receive 
EIP services even when they passed the test or in some cases do not have test scores. 
Triplett (2007) noted that teachers often feel like the support teacher is key to 
solving all of the students’ troubles.  I found this to be the case in my school setting as I 
pulled the struggling readers from their classrooms on a daily basis.  Allington’s (2007) 
article titled “Intervention All Day Long: New Hope for Struggling Readers” made me 
think of the teachers I work with and led me to question what it is that they think about 
these students.  How do the teachers accommodate the needs of my students, as well as 
other struggling readers, in their classroom?  Even though Allington refers to adolescent 
readers in his article, I believe it is a relevant topic for struggling readers at the 
elementary level.  The last statement in his article further convinced me of the need to 
research this topic.  He states,  
Until we recognize that appropriate instruction has to be available to struggling 
readers all day long, it is unlikely we will meet the challenges of the new 
legislation and the moral obligation to end the struggles of our struggling readers. 
(p. 13)  
Thus began the formulation of my research study. 
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Although some research exists on the topic of teachers’ beliefs and reading 
instruction, much less exists that discusses teachers’ beliefs and reading instruction as 
they relate specifically to struggling readers.  More precisely, there is a need for further 
investigation into the topic of nonfiction reading comprehension instruction for struggling 
readers.  In particular, it is still unclear how teachers’ beliefs are truly represented in their 
instructional practices in the classroom, as well as what preexisting factors impact 
teachers’ beliefs with respect to literacy instruction (Cunningham, Zibulsky, Stanovich, 
& Stanovich, 2009).   Consequently, I addressed this gap in the literature by conducting 
this study. 
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this study was to determine what beliefs and knowledge teachers 
possess regarding the instruction of struggling readers in the area of nonfiction reading 
comprehension and how these beliefs and understandings influenced their pedagogical 
practices in the classroom.  Therefore, I examined the following questions in my research 
study:  
Guiding Question: 
• How do third grade teachers support struggling readers when navigating 
nonfiction texts?   
Sub Research Questions: 
• What are these third grade teachers’ beliefs and understandings about struggling 
readers? 
• How do these beliefs influence the third grade teachers’ pedagogical practices 
with struggling readers?  
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Theoretical Framework 
 Throughout the course of this study, several theories informed my research, 
including epistemology (Crotty, 2007; Cunningham & Fitzgerald, 1996; Dillon et al., 
2004; Magrini, 2009), social constructivism (Vygotsky, 1978), transactional theory 
(Rosenblatt, 1994), and the sociocognitive interactive model of reading (Ruddell & 
Unrau, 2004).  Epistemology was an important construct since the focus of this study was 
on the knowledge and beliefs held by the teachers involved.  Social constructivism 
factored in as I examined how the teachers defined students as struggling readers and 
how this translated into their planned instruction and actual implementation of 
pedagogical practices with these students.  Transactional Theory and the Sociocognitive 
Interactive Model of Reading related to my own belief about the development of reading 
in children and how I view learning as a social activity.  Learning is not only a social 
activity for children, but also for adults.  In this study, I was interested to learn how the 
teachers’ own understandings and beliefs were the result of social interactions they had 
experienced and might have experienced in the course of this investigation.  Since this 
study was primarily concerned with the beliefs and knowledge possessed by teachers, I 
begin with a discussion of epistemology. 
Epistemology 
 Understanding epistemology is important because of its relationship to 
individuals’ theories, instructional approaches, and research perspectives within 
education (Cunningham & Fitzgerald, 1996).  Epistemology is defined by Merriam-
Webster as “the study or a theory of the nature and grounds of knowledge especially with 
reference to its limits and validity” (“Epistemology,” n.d.).  According to Crotty (2007), 
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it is “…a way of understanding and explaining how we know what we know” (p. 3).  In 
other words, epistemology involves the examination of what counts as knowledge, where 
it is positioned, and how knowledge develops (Cunningham & Fitzgerald, 1996).  Within 
epistemology there are a number of different stances one can take, and these stances 
differ in how they view these elements of knowledge.  These stances include 
epistemological assumptions that individuals embrace about the origin of knowledge, its 
structure, and the methods through which knowledge is conveyed to other individuals 
(Dillon et al., 2004). 
 Cunningham and Fitzgerald (1996) discuss five epistemological clusters and 
provide an overview of each based on what counts as knowledge, where it is located, and 
how it increases.  First, positivism/radical empiricism claims that knowledge of reality is 
not possible and is divided on whether or not truth actually exists.  While this 
epistemological stance is not popular today, B. F. Skinner and John Watson ascribed to it 
in the past.  Within positivism/radical empiricism the most emphasis is placed on 
particulars in that immediate sensational experiences are the main source of knowledge.  
In this cluster, knowledge exists outside of the subject and it asserts that knowledge is not 
created, but discovered.  This cluster aligns with what Crotty (2007) refers to as 
objectivism, which maintains that “…things exist as meaningful entities independently of 
consciousness and experience, that they have truth and meaning residing in them as 
objects…” (p. 5).  Hypothetico-deductivism/ formalism is the second cluster discussed by 
Cunningham and Fitzgerald (1996), and it also argues that knowledge of reality is 
impossible and that knowledge is discovered, rather than created.  However, it views 
knowledge as mainly universal and locates it between the subject and the object in that 
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both add to and are needed for knowledge.  Hence, there is an interaction between 
information collected by the senses and conscious thought in this cluster.  The theorists 
connected with hypothetico-deductivism/formalism are C. G. Hempel, Karl Popper, and 
John Dewey.  The third cluster is realism/essentialism, which claims there is a single 
reality that is not dependent on the knower and that truth does exist.  Among the 
influential theorists in the realist/essentialist cluster are George Moore, George 
Santayana, Aristotle, and Thomas Aquinas.  The majority of realists/essentialists agree 
that knowledge includes both particulars and universals, but they differ in their beliefs 
about how much knowledge is discovered and how much is created.  
Structuralists/contextualists comprise the fourth cluster, and they assert that it is not 
possible for knowledge to exist separate from the knower but that truth does exist.  
Structuralists/contextualists consider knowledge as universal “…in that it is a system 
with an overriding principle…or process…which accounts for and unifies all parts or 
moments” (p. 48).  Theorists associated with the structuralist/contextualist cluster are 
Immanuel Kant, G. W. F. Hegel, Karl Marx, Jean Piaget, and Lev Vygotsky.  In 
structuralism/contextualism knowledge is situated within the process of knowing itself, 
which is regarded as social in nature, at least to begin with, by numerous epistemologists 
in this cluster, and knowledge is seen more as being created than discovered.  Further, 
constructionism, which fits within this cluster, holds that it is possible for different people 
to construct meaning in varying ways (Crotty, 2007).  Finally, the 
postructuralism/postmodernism cluster (Cunningham & Fitzgerald, 1996) asserts the 
existence of multiple realities, or interpretations, rather than a single reality that is 
independent of the knower.  It views truth as relative and knowledge as particular and 
10 
 
 
 
local.  Poststructuralists/postmodernists believe that knowledge is situated at various sites 
and is social and cultural.  Consequently, all knowledge is created, not discovered, in this 
epistemological cluster.  Michel Foucault, Thomas Kuhn, and Louis Althusser are some 
of the theorists that fit within the postructuralism/postmodernism cluster.  Using the 
epistemological labels given by Crotty (2007), subjectivism fits within this cluster.  
Subjectivism involves the subject assigning meaning to the object and does not allow for 
interaction between the subject and object to result in production of meaning.  Although 
this overview does not fully cover every detail of the stances included, it provides an idea 
of the variety that exists.   
In addition to discussing the various stances one might take, Cunningham and 
Fitzgerald (1996) discuss the importance of the relationship between epistemology and 
reading.  Specifically, they assert, “Because reading is itself a way of knowing, 
epistemology is even more central to reading research and instruction than to most other 
areas of education” (p. 39).  Teachers’ decisions regarding how to teach and assess are 
typically influenced by the specific theory of knowledge they hold (Deford, 1985; 
Richardson et al., 1991; Squires & Bliss, 2004).  For example, according to the 
essentialist understanding of knowledge and approach to reading instruction, students are 
believed to have knowledge once they comprehend the text’s objective meaning 
(Magrini, 2009).  Typically, teachers that hold an essentialist view of knowledge are the 
authorities on knowledge and use didactic methods of instruction in order to transfer their 
knowledge to their students.  Within the instrumentalist view of knowledge the reader 
actively partakes in the construction of knowledge, which occurs in an experiential 
context.  Rather than acting as the authority, who passes on knowledge to students, 
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teachers acting within the instrumentalist view of knowledge are facilitators of learning 
who also share in the meaning-making processes of the classroom.  Smagorinsky and 
Smith (1992) argue that an awareness of one’s epistemological stance may guide an 
individual to improve upon what one does since it can direct the individual to question 
his/her assumptions.  Consequently, by examining teachers’ knowledge and beliefs 
regarding struggling readers working with nonfiction text, I hoped to gain a more 
thorough understanding of how these constructs translated into their pedagogical choices 
in the classroom.    
Finally, since the current study involved the knowledge and beliefs of teachers it 
is essential to distinguish between these concepts before going any further, especially due 
to the confusion that exists within teaching and teacher education regarding beliefs and 
knowledge.  For the purposes of this analysis, beliefs were defined as 
“….psychologically held understandings, premises, or propositions about the world that 
are felt to be true” (Richardson, 1996, p. 103).  Knowledge, on the other hand, involves 
the requirement of having evidence to support its existence.  Also, teacher education 
literature utilizes multiple terms when discussing beliefs, including “…attitudes, beliefs, 
conceptions, theories, understandings, practical knowledge, and values…” (p. 104).  As a 
result, these terms may be used in the literature review in the next chapter to represent the 
author’s conception of beliefs.   
 As I conclude this discussion about epistemology as a whole, I will discuss social 
constructivism, which I feel is the epistemological stance that most closely aligns with 
my own beliefs.  
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Social Constructivism 
 Social constructivism maintains that individuals form various subjective meanings 
of their experiences (Creswell, 2009).  Researchers conducting studies from a social 
constructivist viewpoint seek “…to make sense of (or interpret) the meanings others have 
about the world” (p. 8).  In doing so, researchers heavily depend on the participants’ point 
of view regarding the situation under examination.  One of my goals in this study was to 
develop a firm understanding of how my participants defined struggling readers, as well 
as how they developed their definitions of these students.  Consistent with social 
constructivism, I believe that the subjective meanings held by my participants were the 
result of interactions they had with others.  I also recognize that historical and cultural 
norms may have factored into the meanings they hold.  Lev Vygotsky (1978), who 
believed that learning was an intensely social process, is commonly associated with 
social constructivism.   
In order for the internalization of higher mental functions to occur, Vygotsky 
argued that a shift from socially supported performance to independently controlled 
performance has to happen.  A prominent concept related to learning developed by 
Vygotsky is the idea of Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD).  The ZPD “…is the 
distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem 
solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving 
under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (1978, p. 86).  
Basically, it defines what the child is capable of doing with assistance today and will, 
subsequently, have the ability to do independently tomorrow.  This is the level at which 
children learn, and, consequently, the area in which teachers need to plan their instruction 
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to challenge their students appropriately and promote development.  It is important to 
note that Vygotsky emphasized the need to focus instruction on developing 
competencies, rather than ones already possessed by children (Chaiklin, 2007).  
Furthermore, the ZPD is dynamic in that it shifts as children attain higher levels of 
understanding.  The concept of ZPD highlights the fact that learning is a social process in 
that individuals further their cognitive development through the process of social 
interaction. With respect to my study, ZPD factored in as I interpreted how my 
participants’ viewed the capabilities of their struggling readers, both independently and 
with the support of others, and how these views influenced what they believed they 
needed to do to meet the needs of their students.  Furthermore, it related to how their 
understandings and beliefs played into the instruction they planned and actually 
implemented with these students in the classroom. 
Another important construct of Vygotsky’s is the belief that tools and signs 
mediate human action on both social and individual levels (Kozulin, 2003; Wertsch, 
1985).  Although they both mediate human action, they are not exactly the same.  Tools 
are externally oriented and serve the purpose of helping human external activity 
overcome nature, while signs are internally oriented and assist the individual in gaining 
control over himself/herself (Vygotsky, 1978).  As John-Steiner and Souberman (1978) 
state, “…Vygotsky…emphasizes dialogue and the varied roles that language plays in 
instruction and in mediated cognitive growth” (p. 131).  Hence, Vygotsky viewed 
dialogue and language as significant tools for instruction.  Through the implementation of 
this study, I was interested to see what roles language played in their instruction with 
struggling readers.  
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Now that my discussion of the epistemological stance that I feel most aligned 
with is complete, I will now consider two theories of reading that correspond with my 
own views of the reading process in the following sections. 
Transactional Theory of Reading 
Rosenblatt’s (1994) transactional theory of reading involves the analysis of 
transactions between the reader and the text.  The term transaction is used to show that 
“…each one conditions the other” (p. 1365) as both reader and text reside together in the 
reading event.  Using Magrini’s (2009) previously discussed epistemological 
classifications, this theory of reading rests within the instrumentalist view of knowledge.  
Multiple elements are involved in the dynamic transaction between reader and text.  
Rosenblatt (1994) asserts, “Every reading act is an event, or a transaction involving a 
particular reader and a particular pattern of signs, a text, and occurring at a particular time 
in a particular context” (p. 1369).  Hence, the meaning is constructed from the transaction 
that occurs between the reader and the text, rather than simply existing within the text or 
the reader.  The reader’s mind during this event is active as it attends to pictures, 
thoughts, and connections that are elicited by the words (Cunningham & Fitzgerald, 
1996).  Additionally, the current physical and emotional state of the reader at the time the 
reading event occurs, as well as the reader’s previous experience and understandings, 
influence the transaction that occurs with the text (Rosenblatt, 1994).  Still the transaction 
is further influenced by another element.  
 Rosenblatt believes the reader’s purpose can affect the transaction that occurs 
while reading and contends that each reading event falls on the efferent-aesthetic 
continuum.  She notes that the reader’s stance is a reflection of his/her approach to 
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reading and labels the two stances one has for reading as efferent and aesthetic.  The 
efferent stance involves focusing on factual, methodical, rational, and quantitative 
features of meaning.  Nonfiction texts, such as newspapers, encyclopedias, and 
biographies, are typically approached from an efferent stance.  The aesthetic stance, on 
the other hand, concerns the affective, sensitive, and qualitative elements of meaning. 
Texts most commonly approached from an aesthetic stance are fiction texts, such as fairy 
tales and fantasy stories with make-believe characters.  Depending on where the reader’s 
purpose for reading fits on the continuum, they will focus their attention more on those 
particular aspects.  However, Rosenblatt feels that while one stance may dominate, 
reading events generally involve both stances.  It is also possible for the reader to move 
between the extremes on the continuum during the same reading event.   
  Comprehension is a key component in Rosenblatt’s transactional theory of 
reading, as well as an area of focus for the current study.  Like Rosenblatt, I view reading 
as a meaning-construction process involving transactions between the reader, the text, 
and the context of the reading event.  I also feel that it is influenced by one’s purpose for 
reading, whether one is operating from an aesthetic or efferent stance.  As I conducted 
this study, this theory informed my research as I examined teachers’ beliefs and 
understandings regarding their students’ comprehension of the text used in the classroom, 
as well as the students’ interactions with various nonfiction texts.   Although I believe 
Rosenblatt’s transactional theory of reading is valuable, I feel that it does not include an 
important component that is addressed by Ruddell and Unrau in the following model.   
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Sociocognitive Interactive Model of Reading  
Ruddell and Unrau (2004) view reading as a meaning-construction process, like 
Rosenblatt.  However, their sociocognitive interactive model involves the reader, the text 
and classroom context, and the teacher, which I will elaborate on in the following 
paragraphs.  As in Rosenblatt’s transactional model, the three elements are engaged in 
dynamic transactions as meaning is negotiated and constructed, and the meaning is not 
inherent in the reader, the teacher, or the text.  Within the learning environment, 
“…readers bring their own meanings to the interaction, teachers bring their understanding 
of the story as well as…of the reading process, and members of the class interact with the 
text to shape—and reshape—meanings” (Ruddell & Unrau, 2004, p. 1499) during the 
meaning-negotiation process.  Hence, this model has the added element of the teacher 
involved in the reading event in comparison to Rosenblatt’s transactional theory.  Within 
this interaction, it is possible and acceptable to have various interpretations.  The only 
stipulation is that the individuals can support their interpretations with evidence from the 
text.   
The first major element in the sociocognitive interactive model is the students, 
whose beliefs and knowledge at the time they engage in the reading event affect the 
meaning they are able to construct.  In particular, affective factors, such as motivation to 
read and their sociocultural morals and beliefs, figure into their process of constructing 
meaning.  Also, cognitive conditions, like background knowledge, strategies they have 
for comprehending text, and their awareness of classroom and social interaction all play a 
role in their meaning construction process.  In addition to these aspects, the individual’s 
purpose and design for reading help direct the construction of meaning as it occurs.  
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During the reading event the reader forms a representation of the text in his/her mind that 
is the result of the reader’s interpretation of the text, as well as the impact of various 
factors, including discussions with peers and the teacher.   Throughout this process the 
reader’s previous beliefs and understandings serve a monitoring function to determine 
whether or not to accept the new interpretations formulated by the reader.  
The teacher constitutes the second key part of the model.  As with the reader, 
affective and cognitive conditions factor into the teacher component.  However, the 
affective conditions here involve instructional beliefs and philosophy, including their 
incentive to engage students and teachers’ personal sociocultural principles and beliefs.  
Cognitive conditions, on the other hand, consist of “…conceptual knowledge 
representation as well as instructional knowledge ranging from understanding of the 
reader’s meaning-construction process to teaching strategies and personal and world 
knowledge” (p. 1466).  These previously held beliefs and knowledge combine with the 
current circumstances to fashion the teacher’s overall instructional purpose that guides 
how and why he/she organizes and carries out his/her actual instruction.  Like the reader, 
the beliefs and understandings previously held by the teacher serve the purpose of 
monitoring the results of his/her instructional decision-making.  Therefore, if the 
instructional process is progressing in a manner that matches the teacher’s original 
objective and design then it will continue as is, and if that is not the case then he/she will 
make adjustments to fulfill his/her original goal and plan. 
The final component of the model is the text and classroom context, otherwise 
known as the learning environment in which the process of meaning negotiation happens.  
Within this context, students and teachers work together as they construct meaning to 
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formulate their interpretations.  More specifically, the text and classroom context is 
where “[t]hey negotiate purpose and plans…and draw on background knowledge…to 
form text and instructional representations while simultaneously monitoring the meaning-
construction process” (pp. 1466-1467).  Therefore, the results of the reader’s meaning 
construction and the teacher’s instructional decision making are strongly affected by this 
process of meaning negotiation.  While this model involves three chief components of the 
reader, the text and classroom context, and the teacher, Ruddell and Unrau (2004) stress 
that all three factors operate concurrently and in an integrated manner.  Thus, it is useless 
to examine any one of the variables in isolation.  In conclusion, the sociocognitive 
interactive model informed my study as I investigated the interactions that occurred 
within each classroom between the teachers, students, and the texts.  More specifically, it 
informed my study as I examined the interactions that occurred between the teachers, 
their struggling readers, and the nonfiction texts they encountered in the classroom.     
Overview of Significant Terms 
Prior to discussing the current research in the area of teachers’ beliefs and 
knowledge concerning reading instruction, it is necessary to make some applicable 
distinctions and define pertinent terms.  Thus, in the following sections I will discuss 
three important constructs: nonfiction texts, comprehension, and struggling readers. 
Nonfiction Texts 
 Similar to Moss (2008), I used nonfiction as an overarching term in this study to 
represent texts that communicate factual information.  My purpose for using a 
comprehensive term like nonfiction was to allow for the inclusion of any type of 
nonfiction material that I encountered in my observations of and discussions with my 
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participants.  Nonfiction is viewed as a genre by some, although it is not a genre itself, 
but is instead composed of different genres.  In fact, Duke and Tower (2004) designate 
five types of nonfiction: informational texts, concept books, biography, procedural texts, 
and reference materials.  Thus, any of these kinds of nonfiction were included as 
nonfiction in the current study.  Within these categories, the genres can be broken down 
further based on their features, structures, and purposes (Donovan & Smolkin, 2002).  
For example, Maloch and Bomer (forthcoming, March 2013) demonstrate in their review 
of the current literature how researchers differ on their definitions of informational texts.  
Some researchers differentiate between informational texts that include expository 
elements only and those that also include narrative elements (Donovan & Smolkin, 2002; 
Pappas, 2006).  Still, for the purposes of this study, nonfiction refers to all texts that 
convey factual information. 
Comprehension  
Comprehension is a vital component in the reading process.  Duke and Carlisle 
(2011) refer to comprehension as “…a quintessential growth construct” (p. 200) because 
its development has no end.  Even adults deal with unfamiliar texts and may have to hone 
their methods of comprehending.  In addition to developing continuously, comprehension 
is also “…a dynamic and context sensitive process” (Wilkinson & Son, 2011, p. 359).  
Research has shown that many different factors influence the development of 
comprehension and that there is no single path to its development.  Among the factors 
affecting the course of comprehension development are children’s early literacy 
experiences, the type of instruction they receive in school, and the amount of time they 
spend engaged in the act of reading (Allington, 2001, 2011, 2012; Hood, Conlon, & 
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Andrews, 2008; Pressley, 2000; Taylor, Pearson, Peterson, & Rodriguez, 2003; 
Wilkinson & Son, 2011).  In connection with the above mentioned factors, 
comprehension of text is profoundly affected by the reader’s beliefs and prior knowledge, 
which are significant elements within the concept of schema theory.   
Schema theory involves the idea that schemata, knowledge that is previously 
stored in a reader’s mind, aids in the comprehension of text.  According to Anderson 
(2004), “…comprehension is a matter of activating or constructing a schema that 
provides a coherent explanation of objects and events mentioned in a discourse” (pp. 597-
598).  Thus, teachers can assist their students’ comprehension of the text in which they 
are engaged by prompting students to activate schema previously formed in their minds.  
Schema formation occurs through a variety of experiences both inside and outside of the 
classroom.  One way teachers can foster the use of schema is by prompting their students 
to make links between texts, otherwise known as intertextuality (Hartman, 1995).   
According to Short (1992), intertextuality is generally described as “…the process 
of making connections between current and past texts; of interpreting one text by means 
of previously composed texts” (p. 315).  With respect to the definition of text, I agree 
with researchers who claim that the term text is not restricted to printed language alone 
(Hartman, 1995; Ruddell & Unrau, 2004; Short, 1992).  Clearly, artifacts that one can 
read are a type of text, but it may also consist of signs of the linguistic and nonlinguistic 
nature, such as the spoken word or gestures.  Hence, I agree with Short’s (1992) 
broadening of the term intertextuality to encompass the construction of meaning by way 
of making associations between present and past texts created through a range of life 
experiences.  The key lies in helping students identify the connections they can make in 
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order to activate their schema and further their comprehension of the text under 
examination.   
In conclusion, comprehension is an ever-changing construct affected by multiple 
factors.  It is an essential element of the reading process, particularly since the ultimate 
purpose behind reading is to understand what one has read.  Therefore, it is a worthwhile 
topic for research, especially when one considers it with respect to students, like 
struggling readers, who are not traditionally known for their strong comprehension skills. 
Struggling Readers 
What is a struggling reader?  Various characteristics are used by researchers to 
describe what represents a struggling reader (Alvermann, 2001; Triplett, 2007).  
According to Alvermann (2001), “…the term struggling can refer to youth with clinically 
diagnosed reading disabilities as well as to those who are unmotivated, in remediation, 
disenchanted, or generally unsuccessful in school literacy tasks” (p. 679).  Thus, it has the 
potential to identify a diverse group of individuals.  Triplett (2007) uses the term 
struggling reader to refer to students who are unsuccessful with reading tasks in school.  
In this study, struggling readers were students who were not successful with school 
literacy tasks, particularly with respect to making meaning out of them.   
A child may receive the label of struggling reader for a number of different 
reasons.  First, one must consider the various components associated with reading, such 
as word identification, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension (Kucan & Palincsar, 
2011; Valencia & Buly, 2004).  Children who are labeled as struggling may experience 
difficulty identifying words, reading fluently, or comprehending text, among other issues.  
Although there are multiple elements associated with reading that may factor into 
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children being labeled as struggling, I chose to focus on comprehension in this study.  
More specifically, I focused on their comprehension of nonfiction texts. 
The struggling readers in this study were not students with an Individualized 
Education Plan (IEP) to receive special education services.  Instead, they were students 
who were below grade level for various reasons, such as gaps in learning that occurred in 
the process of moving from one school to the next or because they learned at a slower 
pace and were unable to keep up with the pace at which their class moved.  Furthermore, 
the struggling readers in this study were specifically identified by their teachers. 
When I think of struggling readers I think of students who have trouble making 
meaning out of the text they are reading, particularly text that is identified as on grade 
level for them.  Multiple reasons account for why these children are not proficient in 
reading.  They may possess little background knowledge or ability to identify and decode 
words fast enough to make sense of what they are reading.  Another possible reason 
behind their difficulties with reading is an absence of opportunity to engage in reading.  
As Allington (2001) states, “[R]eading practice-just reading-is a powerful contributor to 
the development of accurate, fluent, high-comprehension reading” (p. 24).  Regardless of 
how or why one defines the term struggling reader, the fact is that there are many 
students across the United States who are less successful in reading than many of their 
peers.   
An alarming possibility is how this situation can deteriorate easily.  Struggling 
readers are often trapped in a vicious cycle in which they avoid reading and, 
consequently, fail to get the practice required to become more fluent readers (Allington, 
2001; Dreher, 2003; McKenna, Ellsworth, & Kear, 1995; Stanovich, 1986).  With this 
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fact in mind, one must wonder who is responsible for helping these students break this 
vicious cycle.  Is it the reading intervention teacher, the classroom teacher, or a 
combination of the two?  According to Woodward and Talbert-Johnson (2009), “…the 
classroom teacher has the responsibility to make sure that the instructional needs of all 
students are met” (p. 190).  Despite this assertion, research has shown that classroom 
teachers are not always working to meet the needs of all of their students.  Hence, I 
wondered what teachers thought about these children and what they did when faced with 
the task of working with them in the classroom and investigated these conditions in the 
current research study. 
Conclusion 
As I move towards my own investigation of what teachers think about and are 
doing with students who are labeled as struggling readers, it is important to become 
familiar with the related literature that presently exists in the field.  Therefore, in the 
following chapter, I discuss relevant literature on the following components of this study: 
struggling readers, policy requirements, teachers’ beliefs and knowledge, and 
comprehension. I also address the gaps that currently exist in the literature in an effort to 
justify the implementation of my study. 
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
In the current era of accountability teachers are faced with pressures to make sure 
that all of their students are performing on grade level, regardless of what level the 
students are on at the beginning of the school year.  Each year numerous students 
continue to start the school year below the level that is expected of them.  This reality 
creates a challenge for the teachers who are responsible for helping them succeed.  Since 
all teachers are likely to encounter students who fit into the category of below grade 
level, research on struggling readers is essential.  Questions emerge about how these 
students ended up in this category and what beliefs and understandings teachers possess 
about them.  Furthermore, how do teachers’ beliefs and knowledge influence the 
pedagogical practices they implement with struggling readers?  These ideas and questions 
are among those considered in the following literature review. 
In light of the subjectivity associated with the term struggling reader, my desire to 
learn more about how teachers define struggling readers and the pedagogical practices 
they employ with them led me to develop the following research questions: 
Guiding Question: 
• How do third grade teachers support struggling readers when navigating 
nonfiction texts?   
Sub Research Questions: 
• What are these third grade teachers’ beliefs and understandings about struggling 
readers? 
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• How do these beliefs influence the third grade teachers’ pedagogical practices 
with struggling readers?  
In an effort to examine these questions I began my investigation of the related 
research.  The following phrases were utilized in the search for research to include in this 
review:  teachers’ beliefs, teachers’ knowledge, teachers’ beliefs about reading 
instruction, teachers’ knowledge of reading instruction, teachers’ knowledge of 
nonfiction reading instruction, nonfiction reading comprehension instruction, reading 
strategy instruction, reading instructional practices,  struggling readers, and at-risk 
readers.  Only articles that discussed teachers of students in elementary through high 
school were selected for use in this review.  In organizing my literature review, I begin 
with literature on policy that addresses why more students are struggling.  Next, I move 
to a discussion of teachers’ beliefs, knowledge, and pedagogical practices regarding 
teaching, in general, followed by how those constructs relate to literacy development and 
struggling readers.  Then I consider literature with a focus on comprehension, including 
overall comprehension development, comprehension development of struggling readers, 
and comprehension as it relates to nonfiction text. 
Why Are More Students Struggling? 
Mandated curriculum is a strategy included in policy that is theoretically aimed at 
improving reading achievement by specifying not only what teachers have to teach but 
how they have to teach it (Coburn et al., 2011).  The strict use of scripted curriculums 
associated with mandated curriculum actually have a greater potential to hinder the 
growth of struggling readers, because they do not recognize the varying needs of readers 
(Margolis & McCabe, 2006).  Thus, requiring teachers to follow a script that lacks 
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instruction formulated to meet the struggling readers’ differing needs will inevitability 
exacerbate and prolong the troubles these students experience.  While policy has 
influenced the number of struggling readers in classrooms today, it is important to 
acknowledge a potential additional explanation for this reality. 
For instance, Allington (2011) offers an alternative reason behind the existence of 
struggling readers with his claim that schools are responsible for the production of large 
numbers of struggling readers in schools today.  He cites research that asserts the high 
probability of kindergarteners who start the school year not knowing all of the names of 
the letters in the alphabet becoming struggling readers in the future (Pearson & Hiebert, 
2010; Scanlon & Vellutino, 1997).  In particular, these students are typically considered 
struggling readers by third grade.  Nonetheless, Allington (2011) contends that few 
schools provide the expert supplemental instruction required to meet the needs of these 
students during kindergarten or first grade.  This was the case for a kindergarten teacher 
in a study conducted by Woodward and Talbert-Johnson (2009) in which grades three 
and four were assigned intervention before the other grade levels based on high-stakes 
testing requirements.  Consequently, without the additional support early on these 
students are likely to experience difficulties later in school. 
Social Construction of Struggling Readers  
Researchers argue that the label “struggling reader” is a term that is socially 
constructed (Alvermann, 2001; Flores, Cousin, & Diaz, 1991; Triplett, 2007; Weaver, 
2002).  According to a social constructionist viewpoint, “a student’s struggle with reading 
is created within a social context, instead of a result of individual cognitive deficiency” 
(Triplett, 2007, p. 96).  In her study, Triplett (2007) examined how the reading 
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difficulties of 14 students in first through third grade were socially constructed within the 
classroom context.  She found that many of the classroom teachers attributed the 
students’ struggles to their experiences at home.  For example, most of the students who 
were considered struggling came from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, and the 
teachers often referred to their parents as irresponsible.  Specifically, the teachers 
commented that the students’ parents did not require them to do homework or emphasize 
literacy practice in the home.  Students who came from these lower socio-economic 
situations were the ones who were often automatically referred by their homeroom 
teachers to the reading intervention teacher.  Thus, Triplett contends that the label may 
result from the social construction of the idea within the school setting rather than any 
particular struggles of the student.   Weaver (2002) expresses a similar sentiment in her 
text published prior to Triplett’s study, acknowledging the possibility that the term 
struggling reader might relate more to others’ beliefs than it does the student’s actual 
abilities.  She asserts that “the so-called struggling reader may be struggling more with 
other people’s perceptions of him or her as a reader than with reading itself…and…to 
meet other people’s expectations” (p. 215).  Weaver argues that, in reality, the struggling 
reader may possess the ability to make meaning of age-appropriate texts.  She also 
mentions the possible negative effects of labeling students in this way, including 
decreasing their self-esteem and prompting the students to focus more on how to say a 
word rather than constructing meaning while they are reading.  Thus, she cautions against 
labeling readers as struggling. 
Regardless of what or how a label is applied to these children, staggering numbers 
of children struggle with learning to read (Allington, 2011; Rapp, van den Broek, 
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McMaster, Kendeou, & Espin, 2007).  In fact, “two of every three students in U. S. 
schools have reading proficiencies below the level needed to adequately do grade-level 
work” (Allington, 2011, p. 40).  Since Allington does not specify what grade level of 
students he is referring to one can assume he is referring to students in elementary school 
up to high school.  Thus, many students who lack reading proficiency early in their 
education may continue to lack the proficiency they need to successfully accomplish 
literacy activities on their grade level (Allington, 2007, 2011; Scanlon & Vellutino, 
1996).  This relates to what is known as “Matthew effects."   
The term “Matthew effects” comes from Matthew 25:29 in the Bible, which 
essentially states that God will reward those who demonstrate their faithfulness by 
working for His kingdom and will not reward those who fail to exhibit their faithfulness 
in this way.  Based on Merton’s (1968) consideration of the “Matthew effect” in relation 
to scientists, Walberg and Tsai (1983) adopted the term in education to describe how 
one’s cumulative “prior educational background predicts current educative activity and 
motivation” (p. 371).  With respect to reading it refers to the fact that those who start out 
with strong literacy experiences tend to achieve more in the future, while the opposite is 
true for those children who do not have advantageous literacy experiences early in life 
(Stanovich, 1986).  Consequently, children who have less advanced vocabularies 
typically read slower and do not take as much pleasure in it.  They often read less than 
their peers with more advanced vocabularies and struggle to increase their vocabularies, 
as well as their ability to read and comprehend what they read.  This is a significant cause 
for concern and highlights an area in need of research in an effort to remedy this 
unfortunate situation.   
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Accountability  
In recent years, policy, especially No Child Left Behind (NCLB), has increased 
the focus on struggling readers.  Among the significant features of NCLB noted by Mills 
(2008) are the following: 
(1) accountability requirements by which schools must demonstrate Adequate 
Yearly Progress (AYP) based on students reaching targets for achievement 
(known as Annual Measurable Objectives, or AMOs) as measured by 
standardized tests and other indicators; (2) consequences for schools failing to 
meet AYP along with options for students in these schools to receive 
supplemental educational services (SES) and transportation to higher performing, 
or safer, schools within the same school district; (3) application of rigorous 
scientifically based research (SBR) standards to educational programs and 
practices to ensure that students are exposed to teaching strategies and methods 
for which a strong evidence base exists; and (4) requirements that teachers and 
paraprofessionals must meet “highly qualified” educational and credentialing 
criteria to remain in the classroom. (p. 10) 
The idea behind policies like NCLB is to bring the achievement of these struggling 
students up to their respective grade levels.  However, for a variety of reasons evidence 
suggests that policy such as this may do more harm than good (Afflerbach, 2004; Coburn 
et al., 2011; Jimerson, 2001; Jimerson et al., 2006; McCoy & Reynolds, 1999; Triplett, 
2007; Valencia & Buly, 2004).  In fact, Jimerson et al. (2006) declare, “It is paradoxical 
that more children have been ‘left behind’ since NCLB was passed than before” (p. 86).  
The children they refer to as “left behind” are the ones who fail the state standardized 
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tests and are then retained in the same grade.  Not surprisingly, children who are 
identified as struggling readers are often the ones who fail these standardized tests.   
 Due to the fact that 50% of fourth-grade students had failed the state reading test 
over the previous several years, Valencia and Buly (2004) analyzed 108 fifth graders who 
failed the fourth-grade standardized test the year before, were struggling readers, and 
were not receiving supplemental instruction.  The students demonstrated strengths and 
weaknesses in the areas of word reading in isolation and context, comprehension and 
vocabulary, and rate and expression of reading.  Thus, students failed the state reading 
test for a variety of reasons.  They reason that “if we are to help these students, we will 
need to provide appropriate instruction to meet their varying needs” (p. 528).  Among the 
suggestions made by Valencia and Buly are that teachers assess the needs of their 
students through more diagnostic assessments and that they use the information from 
these assessments to implement flexible, small-group instruction.  While the authors 
acknowledge that their recommendations are not necessarily new, they hope to remind 
teachers of what they need to do.  Consequently, they maintain that high stakes testing 
has distracted teachers from sound teaching practices, much like Triplett (2007) found 
with the teachers she examined. 
 In her study, Triplett (2007) found that the pressure the teachers felt to get all of 
their students to pass the state tests led them to rush through material and to focus on test 
preparation rather than providing more specialized instruction for struggling readers.  
Thus, the struggling readers were deprived of the instruction they needed because of the 
policy that put so much emphasis on their achievement in the first place.  Similarly, 
Afflerbach (2004) highlighted the fact that increased focus on test preparation necessarily 
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interferes with high quality teaching and learning.  Even though he was not referring 
specifically to struggling readers, his assertion applies to them since he was referring to 
all students.   
In connection with the idea of providing students with expert classroom 
instruction is the requirement outlined in NCLB stipulating that every classroom has a 
highly qualified teacher.  Research demonstrates that high quality teaching is vital to the 
development of proficient readers (Allington, 2011, 2012; Piasta, Connor, Fishman, & 
Morrison, 2009; Taylor, Pearson, Clark, & Walpole, 2000).  According to Fitzharris, 
Jones, and Crawford (2008), one way to ensure that teachers are highly qualified is to 
examine what they know and implement in their classroom.  Therefore, the focus of this 
literature review now turns towards teachers’ beliefs and understandings.   
Teachers’ Beliefs and Understandings 
 Educational researchers have studied teachers’ beliefs for many years.  In the past, 
research was conducted from a positivist viewpoint for the purpose of determining how 
teachers’ attitudes related to their practices in an effort to predict their effectiveness 
through attitude inventories (Richardson, 1996).  Currently, most of the research utilizes 
qualitative methodologies and focuses on developing an understanding of the nature of 
teachers’ thinking and world view.  Much of the research on teachers’ beliefs focuses on 
teachers as a whole and not necessarily in the area of reading instruction.  Due to the 
understandings it brings to the educational community and its relation to teachers’ beliefs 
about reading instruction, a short overview is warranted. 
Research near the end of the 20th century revealed the connection between beliefs 
and teacher actions (Deford, 1985; Pajares, 1992; Richardson, 1996; Richardson et al., 
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1991; Squires & Bliss, 2004).  Specifically, research “…findings suggest a strong 
relationship between teachers’ educational beliefs and their planning, instructional 
decisions, and classroom practices…” (Pajares, 1992, p. 326).  Teachers’ beliefs and 
knowledge are impacted by three types of experiences, including personal experience, 
experience in schooling and instruction, and experience with formal knowledge 
(Richardson, 1996).   
Personal experience involves elements such as gender, ethnic and socioeconomic 
background, religious experiences, perceptions of self relative to others, and life 
decisions.  Individuals’ experiences with schooling and instruction, whether positive or 
negative, influence their understandings of their role as a teacher and their classroom 
practice.  Conceptions formulated through these experiences are generally considered 
quite difficult to alter.  Experiences with formal knowledge consist of those that relate to 
subject matter knowledge, as well as pedagogical knowledge.  Pedagogical knowledge is 
associated with teaching, such as classroom management and environment and teaching 
models.  Although experiences with formal knowledge appear to have less of an impact 
than the others, they are still influential to some degree (Richardson, 1996).  While the 
previous research considered teachers’ overall beliefs and understandings the following 
section discusses how these relate to literacy development. 
Teachers’ Beliefs and Understandings of Literacy Development 
Burden of responsibility in literacy learning and preferred instructional 
practices. Research examining teachers’ beliefs and knowledge regarding literacy 
development involves investigating where teachers place the onus of responsibility in 
literacy learning and what pedagogical practices take priority (Cunningham et al., 2009; 
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Ruddell, 2004; Squires & Bliss, 2004).  Ruddell (2004) examined longitudinal research 
from kindergarten through eleventh grade and in-depth interviews and classroom 
observations at the university level of 95 influential teachers to determine what types of 
beliefs teachers held about literacy instruction.  These influential teachers were 
determined using two different methods: 1) recognized by former students because of 
their significant influence on the students’ academic or personal success; 2) identified by 
former students, peers, and administrators in a nominating process based on the 
demonstration of exceptional effectiveness.  First, Ruddell discovered that influential 
teachers exhibited beliefs about the significance of making material personally relevant to 
their students.  Secondly, they emphasized fundamental communication in that they 
valued clear writing, critical thinking, and text comprehension.  Finally, they believed 
that it was important to promote students’ participation in the practice of intellectual 
discovery rather than relying on teachers as the givers of knowledge.  Among the 
practices displayed by influential teachers was a strong emphasis on the use of higher 
level questions.  One sample literacy discussion demonstrates “…the teacher’s ability to 
negotiate meaning based on the text as she activates children’s prior knowledge, 
encourages the construction of meaning, and incorporates the children’s responses as 
members of a classroom community” (p. 988).  Squires and Bliss (2004) also learned that 
the teachers they studied valued the students’ role in discovering their own knowledge, 
although the teachers differed on the point at which the students were ready to engage in 
that discovery.     
Both teachers in the research discussed by Squires and Bliss participated in a 
study group in which they communicated their strong belief in the significance of 
34 
 
 
 
engaging readers in texts through the use of students’ collaborative activities that resulted 
in the creation of individual meaning.  These teachers exhibited a view of reading 
consistent with Rosenblatt’s (1994) transactional theory of reading, in that they perceived 
reading as involving the construction of meaning by the reader as he/she transacts with 
the text.  However, the teachers differed in their beliefs concerning student ownership 
over literacy learning.   
One teacher, Vanessa, felt that before her students could take ownership over their 
literacy learning they had to reach a certain level of competence, while the other teacher, 
Renee, did not share this belief.  Using a technique known as visioning (Hammerness, 
2003), in which the teachers created an image of their ideal classroom, the authors 
formulated a better understanding of the discrepancy between the teachers’ beliefs in this 
area.  Consequently, they found that Vanessa, who taught second grade, maintained more 
control due to her students’ increased need for modeling and practice in comparison to 
Renee, who taught fifth-graders that were further along in their literacy learning.  
Therefore, the divergence related more to the age-level of the students involved, rather 
than the teacher’s beliefs.  Since my study focused on third-grade students, which falls in 
between the grade levels of these two teachers, I was interested to see how my 
participants viewed their students’ need for modeling and practice.       
In a recent study, first-grade teachers, in both general education and special 
education, revealed their beliefs regarding reading instruction by describing how they 
would use a hypothetical 2-hour literacy block (Cunningham et al., 2009).  Based on the 
results, the authors concluded that the teachers generally perceived teacher-managed 
reading activities, such as basal reading, reading aloud, and center activities as warranting 
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the most amount of time.  The second most valued activities were independent reading 
activities, like sustained silent reading and partner reading.  Teacher responses also 
demonstrated their beliefs that even though phonics instruction was important, it was less 
important than the previously mentioned activities.  Thus, these teachers’ beliefs aligned 
more closely with Ruddell’s (2004) conception of noninfluential teachers, who tended to 
take a more teacher directed and text based approach to questioning during literacy 
activities.   
Level of teacher knowledge. Evidence exists to support the positive influence of 
teacher knowledge on their ability to teach students the skills needed for successful 
reading (McCutchen, Green, Abbott, & Sanders, 2009; Piasta et al., 2009; Spear-
Swerling, Brucker, & Alfano, 2005; Triplett, 2007).  However, it also reveals that even 
the teachers with the most knowledge of the reading process do not necessarily have an 
appropriate level of understanding (Piasta et al., 2009; Spear-Swerling et al., 2005).  In a 
study looking at first grade teachers’ knowledge of literacy concepts, classroom practices, 
and reading growth in students, Piasta et al. (2009) found no direct outcome on students’ 
reading gains based on teacher knowledge.  However, teachers who possessed a higher 
level of knowledge and spent a larger amount of time on explicit decoding instruction had 
students that demonstrated more growth in their word-reading skills.  At the same time, 
students’ word-reading skills were lower in classrooms with teachers possessing lower 
levels of knowledge who also spent a large amount of time on explicit decoding 
instruction.  Thus, the authors argue that teachers with a high level of specialized literacy 
knowledge are essential to enhancing students’ word-reading skills, but its significance is 
contingent on the amount of time spent on explicit decoding instruction.  Nevertheless, 
36 
 
 
 
the authors indicate that the “…teachers displayed rather low levels of explicit knowledge 
concerning language/print structure and literacy concepts…” (p. 243).  In the end, the 
authors conclude that based on their results, as well as previous studies they cite, that few 
teachers possess the specific knowledge needed to inform their classroom practices to 
provide first-grade students with clear and valuable reading instruction.   
Spear-Swerling et al. (2005) draw similar conclusions from their research with 
graduate students in special education, reading, or elementary education programs.  
Participants in this study completed five knowledge tasks related to literacy.  First, they 
attempted a general knowledge task in which they answered questions related to 
phonemic awareness, reading fluency, the role of context clues in reading, and signs of 
potential reading difficulties in kindergarteners.  Other tasks included counting the 
number of morphemes in real and made-up words, segmenting phonemes, and identifying 
types of syllables.  The final task required them to determine whether given words were 
phonetically regular or irregular. 
 The results of the study demonstrate the significance of preparation and 
experience in determining the level of knowledge teachers possess regarding word-level 
literacy tasks.  Teachers with comparatively higher levels of reading-related preparation 
and experience performed better than those with lower backgrounds.  However, the 
authors point out that “…the high-background teachers scored well below ceiling on the 
five knowledge tasks” (p. 289).  This is a cause for concern since most of the teachers 
involved in the study were working with students that were struggling to gain proficiency 
in reading.   
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 Research has shown that teachers with specialized knowledge in the field of 
reading are better prepared to meet the needs of their students who struggle with reading 
(McCutchen et al., 2009; Triplett, 2007).  For example, McCutchen et al. (2009) studied 
third through fifth grade teachers to determine the effect of their linguistic knowledge on 
the achievement of their students.  In the end, they found that teachers who possessed 
higher levels of linguistic knowledge were better able to help students who struggled with 
reading related tasks, such as vocabulary, nonword reading, and, to a lesser degree, 
comprehension.  In Triplett’s (2007) study, the teachers with degrees in reading or a 
literacy-related field acknowledged feeling qualified to provide struggling readers with 
effective instruction to improve their abilities. 
Meeting the Needs of Struggling Readers 
Classroom practices. Researchers examine the beliefs about classroom practices 
that teachers utilize with struggling readers (Brown, 2010; Cunningham et al., 2009).  For 
instance, Brown (2010) discusses a first grade homeroom teacher’s classroom practices 
utilized with struggling readers in comparison to the more able readers in the same class.  
Like the more successful readers, these students had many chances over the course of the 
day to engage in book exploration during independent reading time.  The teacher 
provided her struggling readers with more word-level support than their more successful 
peers, although all students in the classroom worked with books on their respective levels 
and received some strategy instruction.  Conversely, the special education teachers, who 
were most likely to work with struggling readers, in the study conducted by Cunningham 
et al., (2009) exhibited beliefs in the significance of spending a greater amount of time on 
explicit instruction of basic reading skills with their students.   
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Uncertainty regarding how to meet struggling readers’ needs. Research on 
struggling readers also demonstrates the uncertainty many teachers feel about how to 
meet the needs of their struggling readers (Baumann, Hoffman, Duffy-Hester, & Ro, 
2000; Ganske, Monroe, & Strickland, 2003; Triplett, 2007).  For example, Ganske et al. 
(2003) conducted a survey of practicing teachers of kindergarten through middle school 
to find out what their most urgent questions were about working with struggling readers 
and writers.  The survey revealed that teachers who had taught two years or more were 
most concerned with “how to support struggling readers and writers and to what degree” 
(p. 119).  The authors commented that these fears related to the teachers’ beliefs about 
their lack of knowledge regarding instructional strategies and skills to help develop their 
students’ literacy knowledge.  Triplett (2007) attributed the same reasoning to the doubts 
revealed by the teachers in her study. 
In a qualitative study seeking to understand teachers’ beliefs specifically about 
struggling readers, Triplett (2007) demonstrated that classroom teachers who did not hold 
advanced degrees in reading or a similar field believed that they were incapable of 
teaching these students and would quickly refer them for intervention.  She found that 
some of the classroom teachers of the students who were labeled as struggling readers 
relied solely on the intervention teacher to provide the students with reading instruction.  
These teachers revealed that they provided no reading instruction for their struggling 
students in their classrooms.  However, some of the other teachers Triplett worked with 
did provide their struggling readers with instruction in their classrooms.  Nevertheless, 
they afforded the students the same instruction as the rest of the class, much like 
Allington (2007) states commonly occurs, since the teachers felt like they did not know 
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how to properly serve struggling readers.  Despite the existence of some research on the 
topic of teachers’ meeting the needs of struggling readers, gaps in the research are still 
present. 
Literacy researchers indicate that there is still a need for additional research on 
various aspects of teachers’ beliefs and their pedagogical practices (Anders, Hoffman, & 
Duffy, 2000; Cunningham et al., 2009; Pajares, 1992; Richardson, 1996).  In particular, 
Pajares (1992) claims that little is known about the nature of the acquisition of 
educational beliefs or how these relate to student outcomes.  While these assertions were 
made a while ago, they resurfaced recently in a claim that little is known “…about how 
teachers’ beliefs about the teaching of literacy are related to actual instructional practices 
and student learning.  Furthermore, we do not yet have strong data addressing whether or 
how teacher beliefs get enacted in practice” (Cunningham et al., 2009, p. 419).  
Additionally, Anders et al. (2000) cite the impact of teachers’ beliefs as an area in need of 
further research.   
Along with the preceding areas of needed research noted by other researchers, 
there are gaps in the literature that specifically addresses teachers’ beliefs regarding 
struggling readers and reading instruction.  Particularly, research that focuses on these 
features as they relate to the demands teachers face in the current area of accountability is 
necessary to formulate a better understanding of the effects of high-stakes testing 
pressures.  Taking into account the importance of acquiring the skills needed for reading, 
both for success in school and in life, and the fact that some of the research mentioned 
here reveals teachers’ concerns about reaching struggling readers, research on teachers’ 
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perceptions of them, knowledge about working with them, and how that carries over into 
their instruction is necessary. 
Moreover, Richardson (1996) claims, “An understanding of a teacher’s practices 
is enhanced by research attention to both beliefs and practices through interview and 
observation” (p. 104).  This statement supports the implementation of this study as it 
relates to the topic and the manner in which I conducted it.  Comprehension is a key 
element in this study; thus, literature on the topic of comprehension is covered in the 
following section of this review.  
Comprehension 
Some research available in the literacy field explains beliefs regarding 
comprehension development (Anders & Richardson 1991; Baumann, Hoffman, Moon, & 
Duffy-Hester, 1998; Brown, 2010; Richardson et al., 1991).  According to Richardson et 
al. (1991), the range of teachers’ beliefs about reading comprehension “is typically 
described as falling somewhere between the belief that reading is a skill that begins and 
ends with decoding and the belief that reading is a transactional process between a reader 
and a text within a social context” (p. 562).  They subsequently examined the beliefs and 
practices of 39 teachers in grades 4, 5, and 6 using a beliefs interview and classroom 
observations during reading lessons.  Based on current research and practices at the time 
of the study, the authors identified the following areas for examination: “…use of basal 
readers, consideration of students’ background knowledge, use of oral or silent reading, 
and the teaching of vocabulary” (p. 561).  They reasoned that these features would allow 
them to investigate whether the teachers’ beliefs aligned more with the skills/word model 
or the more cognitively oriented models. 
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 The authors created two continua with four quadrants based on their findings from 
the beliefs interviews with the teachers.  Quadrant one corresponds to the “skills/word 
approach in which the sub-skills of reading must be learned before the meaning of the 
text can be determined, and the purpose is to determine what the author meant” (p. 571).  
Most of the teachers fit in this quadrant, including all of the teachers who worked with 
students with learning disabilities.  The second quadrant, which contains the second 
highest number of teachers, represents a literary structuralist approach that advocates 
engaging in reading to learn to read and views discovering what the author meant as the 
purpose of reading.  Quadrant three correlates with the whole language philosophy that 
promotes the use of authentic literature as the means for helping students construct 
meaning from text.  This quadrant contains the same number of teachers as quadrant four, 
which represents the belief that the skills approach leads to the construction of meaning. 
 Beliefs about reading comprehension instruction and classroom practices were 
aligned for most of the teachers.  For teachers who exhibited contradictions, a closer look 
was warranted.  In an effort to illustrate and explain their thinking about this type of 
situation, the authors conducted a case study on a teacher named Susan, who was one of 
the original 39 teachers in the larger study.  Susan exhibited discrepancies between her 
interview responses that placed her in quadrant three and her observations that placed her 
in quadrant one.  These contradictions were attributed to her current process of shifting 
her beliefs in the direction of a more literature-based approach.  Thus, the authors 
concluded that this demonstrated that changes in beliefs take place prior to actual changes 
in classroom practice.  
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In addition to examining the connections between beliefs and practices, 
Richardson et al. (1991) also noted that many of the teachers had their students read 
unfamiliar texts out loud.  Interestingly, research shows that the effectiveness of this 
strategy is questionable (Artley, 1972; Eldredge, Reutzel, & Hollingsworth, 1996; 
Hoffman, 1981; Opitz & Rasinski, 2008).  In an article on oral reading instruction in 
developmental reading programs, Hoffman (1981) asserts three chief criticisms of oral 
reading instruction in the following statement: 
1. When oral reading is stressed in a program, students have insufficient 
opportunities to read…2. While good readers might shine during oral reading, the 
poor readers are typically inhibited and exposed to embarrassment…3. Oral 
reading by students does not lead to good comprehension. (pp. 306-307) 
The potential for embarrassment when required to read unfamiliar text out loud is 
acknowledged by other researchers, as well (Opitz & Rasinski, 2008).  Hoffman (1981) 
notes that insufficient opportunities to read occur when students engage in individual oral 
reading, as in the case of round-robin reading, where students take turns “reading a part 
of the story out loud” (Eldredge et al., 1996).  It is important to cite that research 
demonstrates the key to improving one’s reading ability relies heavily on the amount of 
time one is engaged in the actual act of reading (Allington, 2001).  While Hoffman 
(1981) agrees that oral reading is not an effective strategy for building students’ 
comprehension, he contends that developing decoding is the goal of oral reading.  
Consequently, he views the criticism regarding oral reading instruction and 
comprehension as a misdirected argument.  At the same time, Artley (1972) declares, 
“Oral reading as an exercise in word pronunciation is one of the most useless 
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instructional practices that a teacher can carry out” (p. 47).  In Artley’s opinion, the only 
reason to read orally is for the purpose of interpreting for an audience the thoughts, 
information, emotions, and actions that an author has conveyed in writing.  This, he 
argues, should only occur when students have had the opportunity to engage in silent 
reading first in order to practice the text before reading out loud to others.  Among some 
of the other reasons for avoiding the inappropriate use of oral reading, as in the case of 
round-robin reading, are that students may not learn to monitor their own comprehension 
due to being corrected by others while reading aloud, and it can hinder their listening 
comprehension since they are likely to focus on reading ahead to prepare for their turn to 
read out loud (Opitz & Rasinski, 2008).  Thus, evidence exists against teachers having 
their students read unfamiliar texts out loud.  
Several years after the Richardson et al. (1991) study occurred, a survey was 
given to elementary classroom teachers in the United States regarding their beliefs about 
reading comprehension.  These surveys demonstrated a tendency for teachers to fall in 
the middle of the range between skills/word approach and the whole language approach 
(Baumann et al., 1998).  Rather than focusing mainly on the basic skills or on the features 
of whole language, most teachers supported a balanced approach, including both skills 
instruction and immersion in authentic reading experiences.  The results also showed that 
the majority of the teachers valued the use of various perspectives and materials in their 
reading instruction.  Additionally, most of them believed that the goal of reading 
instruction was to develop skillful readers, who are strategic with identifying words, 
reading fluently, and in their reading comprehension.  Furthermore, the teachers exhibited 
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beliefs in the significance of encouraging students to become independent readers, who 
are motivated to engage in reading and enjoy it, too.    
 Brown (2010) conducted a study in which she examined the literacy learning from 
the viewpoint of two successful and two struggling readers in a first grade class.  Mrs. 
Parks, the first grade teacher in this study, revealed her belief in the importance of 
developing her students’ fluency in reading by focusing on a more skills-based approach 
to reading instruction.  Mrs. Parks informed Brown that she was working up to 
comprehension instruction with her students, but placed a stronger emphasis on phonemic 
awareness and phonics for them in first grade.  However, she claimed that she covered 
some comprehension and vocabulary during shared reading and guided reading.  Among 
her classroom practices were the use of leveled readers that contained interesting text and 
fostered the students’ application of strategies, like using picture cues, chunking words, 
and rereading.  Although Mrs. Parks viewed reading as a meaning making process, she 
believed that it was important to first develop a foundation of fluent decoding on which 
to build comprehension.  The opinions shared by Mrs. Parks were subsequently verified 
by Brown when she observed in her classroom. 
 In another study involving teachers of fourth, fifth, and sixth grade, Anders and 
Richardson (1991) conducted research on a staff development program they implemented 
on reading instruction.  Each teacher had a reading comprehension lesson videotaped at 
the beginning and end of the program that he/she later watched with the authors while 
he/she justified his/her use of particular strategies and the authors suggested alternatives.  
Teachers also participated in group meetings.  The purpose of the program was to urge 
teachers to think about their beliefs and practices regarding reading instruction, while 
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also offering them new approaches to thinking about it and practices to employ in the 
classroom.   
The authors assert that by the end of the program the beliefs of most of the 
participants had shifted.  In particular, they moved towards believing that it was 
important to use literature to teach reading and that the reader constructed meaning while 
reading literature.  The majority of the teachers broadened their descriptions of reading 
comprehension and developed an understanding that there are many purposes for reading.  
They also altered their beliefs about teaching practices in “that reading comprehension 
became the reading of literature, rather than performing skills and doing reading 
comprehension check exercises in a basal series” (p. 319).  Ultimately, the results led the 
authors to conclude that engaging in reflective practices enables teachers to make 
adjustments to their beliefs about reading instruction.   
In addition to explaining reading comprehension, researchers highlight various 
methods to enhance comprehension (Allington, 2012; Beck, McKeown, Sandora, Kucan, 
& Worthy, 1996; Harvey & Goudvis, 2000; Hood et al., 2008; Luke, Dooley, & Woods, 
2011; Taylor et al., 2003; Wilkinson & Son, 2011). For example, research indicates that 
the development of comprehension is positively influenced by meaningful literacy 
experiences early in life, such as parents teaching their children about letters and words 
and engaging in parent-child reading (Hood et al., 2008).  Thus, the development of 
comprehension begins at home and is further strengthened in school. 
According to Wilkinson and Son (2011), comprehension is dynamic and 
dependent on the context in which it occurs, and this necessitates dynamic and flexible 
instruction to help students gain the required skills to comprehend what they read.  Thus, 
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Wilkinson and Son consider the potential of strategy instruction to facilitate the type of 
comprehension instruction students need.  In particular, they assert the value of engaging 
students in dialogic approaches to comprehension instruction, including content-rich 
instruction, discussion, argumentation, and intertextuality.  The authors claim that these 
approaches allow meaning and understanding to develop from the “…interaction and 
struggle among different, even competing, voices…” (p. 367).  Despite the fact that the 
authors feel that these strategies hold great potential for helping students acquire the 
comprehension skills they need, they admit that there is still a need for research to gain a 
better understanding of their effectiveness.   
Beck et al. (1996) discuss another comprehension strategy called Questioning the 
Author, which involves students in discussion about what the author is trying to say and 
why he/she said it.  In a yearlong examination of its application in a fourth grade 
classroom, Beck et al. found that it allowed students to initiate questions, engage in 
collaborative discussion, and speculate the meaning of text.  Ultimately, its influence 
“extended to how students dealt with text independently, in that students’ performance on 
an individual comprehension task showed them more able to construct meaning from text 
and to monitor the extent to which they understood the ideas” (p. 411).  Similar to the 
discussion methods described above, research by Taylor et al. (2003) demonstrated that 
teachers in second through fifth grade can enrich their students’ reading comprehension 
by asking higher-level questions about what they read and keeping the students engaged 
for longer periods of time.  Clearly, research is available to support the assertion that it is 
advantageous for teachers to instruct their students on the use of comprehension 
strategies.  
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Despite the noted benefits of comprehension strategy instruction, research 
demonstrates that it is not necessarily provided for students (Allington, 2012; Durkin, 
1978/1979).  In her study, Durkin (1978/1979) examined teachers during reading and 
social studies to determine whether or not the teachers provided any comprehension 
instruction.  Ultimately, she found that very little comprehension instruction was 
provided to these students and that social studies was not viewed by any of the teachers 
as a time for developing reading comprehension.  Although Durkin’s observation took 
place over thirty years ago, Allington (2012) asserts that few teachers today actually 
provide their students with instruction on comprehension strategies. 
Comprehension Development in Struggling Readers 
While research on comprehension development and struggling readers is not 
extensive, there are some studies that have considered various comprehension strategies 
with struggling readers (Allington, 2012; Lubliner, 2004; Palincsar & Brown, 1984; 
Triplett, 2007).  Much like the positive outcomes associated with effective strategy 
instruction discussed previously, effective strategy instruction is also beneficial for 
developing comprehension in struggling readers (Allington, 2012).  The key to strategy 
instruction for struggling readers is to offer explicit demonstrations of comprehension 
strategies and to offer them over an extended period of time.  During that time struggling 
readers need numerous opportunities to apply that knowledge in order for improvement 
to occur.  Still, research reveals that struggling readers do not get the explicit 
comprehension instruction they need in the classroom or the supplemental instruction 
they require to enhance their reading skills (Allington, 2011, 2012; Durkin, 1978/1979; 
Valencia & Buly, 2004).     
48 
 
 
 
In the study by Triplett (2007) previously discussed, the reading teacher expressed 
her belief in the value of having students participate in book discussions, because she felt 
they promoted the students’ comprehension.  She also viewed book discussions as a 
means of assessing her students’ comprehension.  The regular classroom teachers, 
though, felt that they did not have enough time to engage in discussions of books with 
their students.   
  Drawing from the research on reciprocal teaching (Palincsar & Brown, 1984), 
Lubliner (2004) developed a self-generated, main-idea questioning intervention to assist 
struggling fourth and fifth grade students’ comprehension of more complex grade-level 
texts.  The intervention began with explicit modeling and thinking-aloud by Lubliner and 
then moved into coaching the students to generate questions on their own.  Eventually, 
the students took responsibility for creating their own main-idea questions and, 
subsequently, understood the grade level texts more easily.  Lubliner implemented this 
intervention in a classroom that integrated language arts and social studies so the students 
utilized it with fiction and nonfiction texts. 
Comprehension of Nonfiction Texts 
Students, especially in the primary grades, are often provided more opportunities 
to work with fiction texts versus nonfiction texts (Bryce, 2011; Jeong, Gaffney, & Choi, 
2010; Maloch, 2008).  In fact, Duke (2000) determined that the first grade students in her 
study encountered nonfiction reading material for only 3.6 minutes each day.  Despite the 
tendency to limit the exposure to nonfiction text in the early years of schooling, 
researchers note that exposure to nonfiction text in the early elementary years is 
becoming more common (Bryce, 2011; Maloch, 2008; Moss, 2008). 
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For example, in a qualitative case study conducted in a second grade classroom, 
Maloch (2008) investigated the use of informational texts and the scaffolds the teacher 
provided to assist her students’ comprehension of nonfiction texts.  Through her 
investigation Maloch found that students were afforded many chances to use and connect 
with informational texts.  During these experiences, the teacher promoted the students’ 
learning by assisting them as they negotiated the difficulty level of the text, developed 
their knowledge of key vocabulary and concepts, and constructed meaning through 
discussion.  Additionally, the teacher integrated explicit discussion and teaching about 
the informational text features into the authentic use of the nonfiction texts.   
Duke (2004) recommends four strategies to teachers that will enhance their 
kindergarten through third grade students’ comprehension of informational text.  First, 
she suggests that teachers expand their students’ access to informational texts by 
increasing the amount of informational texts available in the classroom.  Second, she 
claims that students need to spend more time working with informational texts while 
engaged in various instructional activities.  Third, she calls for the explicit instruction of 
comprehension strategies.   Last, she recommends that teachers generate “opportunities 
for students to use informational texts for authentic purposes” (p. 40).  Duke believes 
these strategies can help students construct a firm understanding of informational text 
early in school to help avoid any potential struggles they might face with more complex 
informational text later in life.   
My investigation of the current literature clearly demonstrated that struggling 
readers are a population of interest for researchers and teachers alike (Cassidy & Valadez, 
2012).  While my search uncovered some research on various interventions and 
50 
 
 
 
recommended techniques for use with struggling readers, it also revealed that there is 
room for further research on the topic of struggling readers.  In particular, Allington 
(2012) claims that little research exists on the topic of struggling readers and 
comprehension.  Furthermore, research that examines struggling readers and 
comprehension of nonfiction text is even more limited.   
The ability to comprehend nonfiction text plays a significant role in life, not only 
for children in school but as they become adults, as well (Duke, 2004; Pearson, 2004; 
Venezky, 2000).  Individuals must know how to comprehend nonfiction text in order to 
conduct research, read the newspaper, or follow written directions.  Hence, my 
examination of the supports teachers provided their struggling readers while working 
with nonfiction text was warranted.  As shown in previous research, teachers’ beliefs and 
knowledge are likely to influence the kinds of support they offer their students.  
Understanding teachers’ beliefs and knowledge about struggling readers’ comprehension 
of nonfiction text and how this translates into practice in the classroom can assist in 
planning effective staff development for practicing teachers, as well in designing 
programs to prepare teachers.   
Existing research in the area of teachers’ beliefs and knowledge about reading 
instruction is available but is far from extensive.  Much of the research that exists on the 
relationship between beliefs and practice demonstrates that they are highly correlated, 
although it is worth mentioning that some researchers view this as an ambiguous area.  
Moreover, the research on teachers’ beliefs, knowledge, and practices regarding 
comprehension instruction for struggling readers is even more insufficient.  The amount 
of research further decreases when considering nonfiction comprehension instruction for 
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struggling readers.  Therefore, this signaled the need for additional research on this topic, 
not only to gain a better understanding of the beliefs and knowledge held by teachers but 
also to determine how they influence pedagogical practices in the classroom. 
Conclusion 
Durkin’s (1978/1979) study was of particular interest to me as I considered my 
own research since she looked at the existence of comprehension instruction within the 
context of social studies, as I did in the course of collecting data for this study.  Much like 
Durkin’s investigation displayed a lack of comprehension instruction in the classroom, 
Allington (2012) asserts that it is still the case three decades later.  With this information 
in mind, I was interested to see what kinds of support my participants gave their 
struggling readers and whether comprehension strategy instruction, in particular, was 
among those supports.  Finally, knowing that the goal of reading is comprehension 
(National Research Council, 1998; National Reading Panel, 2000; RAND Reading Study 
Group, 2002), this was a prime area for additional research.  In the following chapter, I 
will explain in detail the methods I used in my examination of the supports provided by 
teachers to their struggling readers while working with nonfiction text. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 
Overview of the Study 
Qualitative research is “interested in understanding how people interpret their 
experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their 
experiences” (Merriam, 2009, p. 5).  Generally, qualitative research fits in the interpretive 
perspective, which maintains that a lone, observable reality does not exist, because reality 
is socially constructed allowing for multiple interpretations of the same event (Merriam, 
2009).  In this study, I examine what teachers understand and believe about struggling 
readers and the use of nonfiction texts and how that translated into their pedagogical 
practices with the students.  Consistent with the idea of the construction of multiple 
interpretations held by qualitative research, I expected that my participants would 
construct varying interpretations.   
Rather than testing existing theories or hypotheses the researcher holds, 
qualitative researchers seek to construct theory and understandings out of their research.  
Among the key features of qualitative research are induction, creation, theory/hypothesis 
formulation, researcher acting as the primary tool for collecting data, and analyzing data 
qualitatively (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Merriam, 2009).  Together these elements 
enable the researcher to formulate a deep understanding of the issue under examination 
that he/she can then richly describe in his/her final analysis.  Accordingly, as a qualitative 
researcher, I constructed my own interpretations from the data I collected in the course of 
implementing this study by using qualitative data analysis techniques.  Then, I created 
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rich descriptions to convey the understandings I had formulated in the course of this 
investigation.   
This investigation had a personal significance for me because of my passion for 
working with struggling readers.  I moved out of the regular classroom over four years 
ago so that I could focus my teaching on helping students who struggle in reading by 
becoming an EIP teacher.  In that time I have encountered teachers with various attitudes 
towards struggling students.  Some have demonstrated a strong desire to help their 
struggling readers succeed and have asked for guidance on what to do for these students.  
Others have made it clear that they do not feel that they have what it takes to help their 
students succeed and assume that the students are getting all that they need during their 
EIP session with me each day.  At the same time, there are others who I am uncertain 
about where they stand with their struggling readers.  Consequently, these experiences 
inspired me to focus this study on the beliefs and knowledge teachers possess about 
struggling readers.   
Another reason for my interest in conducting this investigation is that I had 
relatively few opportunities to observe teachers working with their struggling readers in 
the classroom.  I was curious to see how teachers interacted with struggling readers while 
they were in the classroom.  In particular, I was interested to see how the teachers helped 
them comprehend nonfiction text since third grade is generally viewed as a year in which 
students are moving from learning to read to reading to learn.  I also wanted to discover 
what, if any, supports were provided to these students.  Engaging in conversations with 
teachers about their struggling readers provided with me with one data point, but 
observing what happened in the classroom helped me gain a better understanding of 
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supports struggling readers received and what types of activities they were engaged in, as 
well.   
A qualitative design is appropriate for this inquiry, since it was conducted in a 
natural setting with me as the key instrument for data collection and analysis and since 
the goal of my research was to comprehend my participants’ understandings (Creswell, 
2009; Dyson & Genishi, 2005; Merriam, 2009).  Therefore, using epistemology, social 
constructivism, transactional theory of reading, and the sociocognitive interactive model 
of reading as my theoretical framework, I examined what teachers knew and believed 
about the use of nonfiction texts with struggling readers, as well as how those constructs 
related to their pedagogical practices.  Typically, the qualitative approach is used to 
address questions that begin with the words what and how (Creswell, 2009).  As a result, 
the following questions guided my qualitative, interpretive inquiry:  
Guiding Question: 
• How do third grade teachers support struggling readers when navigating 
nonfiction texts?   
Sub Research Questions: 
• What are these third grade teachers’ beliefs and understandings about struggling 
readers? 
• How do these beliefs influence the third grade teachers’ pedagogical practices 
with struggling readers?  
Based on the information I gathered in my data collection and analysis the need to 
include an additional research question became apparent.  Therefore, I added the 
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following question to my list of sub research questions: What factors influence teachers’ 
instructional decisions when supporting struggling readers in their classroom?   
Setting 
 The elementary school in which this study occurred served a diverse population of 
students in pre-kindergarten through fifth grade.  During the 2011-2012 school year, the 
student population consisted of 45% African American, 26% Latino/a, 18% white, 8% 
multi-racial, and 3% Asian students.  The percentage of English Language Learners 
(ELLs) in the school was approximately 13%.  The population of the school experienced 
high levels of mobility and transiency, with a mobility rate of 44%.  In addition, the 
percentage of students who were eligible to receive free or reduced lunch was 71%.  
The school was categorized as a Title I institution, which is a label used to 
designate schools identified for assistance to help improve the academic achievement of 
the disadvantaged for the purpose of providing all students with a fair and equal 
opportunity for high quality education (United States Department of Education, 2004).   
The Title I distinction is typically based on the percentage of students receiving free and 
reduced lunch.  In the 2011-2012 school year, the school received the Title I 
Distinguished School Award for the ninth consecutive year by the State Department of 
Education based on standardized assessment data demonstrating that the school had met 
the required state standards.  Furthermore, the school had an ongoing PDS partnership 
with a local public university located in a large neighboring city.  Through this 
partnership professional development opportunities were offered to the teachers in the 
school, and many student interns and student teachers from the university were placed in 
classrooms for field experience opportunities.  Although several teachers in the school 
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were hired as a result of the connection with the PDS, only one of the participants in this 
study fit within that category. 
Participants 
All three participants in this study were female third grade teachers.  One teacher 
was African American, while the other teachers were White.  Their years of experience in 
teaching ranged from two to ten years, and none of the teachers were in their first year of 
teaching third grade.  Collectively, they held an array of degrees in education.  Two of 
the teachers held master’s degrees, and one teacher held an undergraduate degree only.  
One of the teachers with her master’s degree earned her certification through an 
alternative certification program. However, none of the teachers held a degree in a 
literacy related field.  The sampling of these participants was purposeful and based on 
convenience (Merriam, 2009) in that I purposely chose my teachers with a range of 
teaching experience to examine.  I also deliberately selected third grade teachers to study 
because of the emphasis that was placed on high stakes standardized testing in reading for 
third grade students, which required them to pass the test in order to move on to fourth 
grade the following year.  Furthermore, I intentionally narrowed my focus to nonfiction 
text since third grade was a critical year for exposing students to nonfiction text on a 
regular basis.  The convenience aspect of my sampling related to my choice to investigate 
teachers in the same school where I worked since I was unable to conduct research in a 
different location.  As a current colleague of these teachers, I did have a personal 
connection with them.  I recognized the potential this had to influence my study, but I 
took appropriate measures to minimize my bias and will discuss these further later in this 
chapter.    
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Initially, I planned to include all five teachers in third grade in this research study.  
However, the time constraints of when I could conduct observations and my desire to see 
teachers’ practices with nonfiction text compelled me to restrict my study to the last 50 
minute period of the day when they were doing either social studies or science.  
Following this decision, I learned that science had taken on a new importance in terms of 
standardized testing for the current school year.  Although the third grade students did not 
have to pass the science portion of the test for promotion to the next grade level, the 
scores factored in to the data that determined whether or not the school met standards set 
by the state.  Hence, this reinforced my desire to concentrate my study in this particular 
block of time.  After selecting the social studies/science period for my study, I discovered 
a scheduling conflict that it would create with one of the teachers.   
During this time period one of the teachers had an English to Speakers of Other 
Languages (ESOL) teacher in the classroom, who worked primarily with students that 
struggled with reading.  Since the focus of my study was on the beliefs, knowledge, and 
practices of regular classroom teachers, I decided it was best not to include this teacher 
because of the extra support in her room during the time I would be observing.  Thus, my 
number of participants decreased to four.   
Moreover, my desire to gather thorough data on each participant, coupled with the 
time restrictions I faced for observations, required me to lower the number of participants 
once more.  As I considered which participants to maintain in my study, I contemplated 
each participant’s years of teaching experience more closely and decided to exclude the 
teacher who had taught the longest.  In doing so, I settled on participants with two, six, 
and ten years of teaching experience.  Despite the reduction in the original number of 
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participants, I believed that the smaller number of participants would make it feasible for 
me to gather more extensive data over the course of my study.  This was appropriate 
since my study was designed as an in-depth case study.    
Prior to beginning this study, I secured approval from the Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) through my university to conduct the study.  I also obtained the approval of 
my principal, as noted within the school system’s policy, since I was conducting research 
in the same school in which I was employed.  In addition, I had my participants sign a 
consent form that outlined the purpose of the study and any possible risks involved in 
their participation.  It also informed them of their option to leave the study at any time 
they felt it was needed.   In an effort to protect my participants’ identities I chose 
pseudonyms that I used for them throughout the study, and I assured them my data would 
remain in a secure location to ensure confidentiality.   
Role of the Researcher 
During the implementation of this study, I was an EIP teacher at the school in 
which this research study was conducted, and I worked with students in grades one 
through five.  Some of the students that I worked with in third grade were students in my 
participants’ classrooms.  Although, early intervention is primarily meant to help children 
form a strong literacy foundation on which to build their future literacy learning (Cassidy 
& Valadez, 2011), the pressures associated with accountability, standardized testing, and 
high transiency rates that indicated gaps in learning led my administration to provide 
intervention first at the upper grade levels, particularly focusing on the gateway years of 
third and fifth grade.  Because of my work with the struggling readers in third grade, I 
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developed relationships with the third grade teachers that helped me gain access into their 
classrooms in order to conduct this research study.    
 In the process of this study I took on several roles.  I acted as an interviewer, a 
participant observer, and a data collector.  I was the primary instrument for data 
collection, as well as data analysis.  Merriam (2009) notes several advantages to this role, 
including how “the researcher can expand his or her understanding through nonverbal as 
well as verbal communication, process information (data) immediately, clarify and 
summarize material, check with respondents for accuracy of interpretation, and explore 
unusual or unanticipated responses” (p. 15).  In addition to these advantages, my role also 
carried with it certain disadvantages. 
 Since I am human I inevitably brought certain subjectivities to this study.  My 
own life experiences, biases, attitudes, and expectations necessarily influenced all aspects 
of my study, including data collection, analysis, and the final report (Dyson & Genishi, 
2005).   However, I made a substantial effort to remain neutral in the process of 
conducting this study in an effort to avoid imposing my biases, dispositions, and 
assumptions on my participants, but I recognized that it was not feasible to stay 
completely neutral.  As part of my effort to monitor my biases during this investigation, I 
made comments into an audio recorder (Merriam, 2009).  Recording my thoughts 
provided a consistent space for me to reflect on what I observed in the teachers’ 
classrooms.  It also provided me with a recorded account of my feelings and biases that I 
could refer to as often as needed to determine how well I was bracketing these constructs.  
In addition, I engaged in member checks during my data collection and analysis to ensure 
that my interpretations were representative of my participants’ perceptions and not my 
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own.  Finally, I participated in peer debriefs with colleagues as a means to gather outside 
support to help restrain the influence of my personal biases, attitudes, and beliefs on the 
interpretations of the data that I constructed.  My expectation was that reflecting into my 
audio recorder, engaging in member checks, and participating in peer debriefs would 
reduce the likelihood that I would attempt to force my biases, dispositions, and 
assumptions on my participants.  
In addition to bracketing my biases, dispositions, and assumptions in my data 
collection and analysis, there is a need for addressing them in my final report.  In 
particular, Merriam (2009) asserts, “Investigators need to explain their biases, 
dispositions, and assumptions regarding the research to be undertaken” (p. 219).  This 
will help my audience understand how I came to my final conclusions.  This will be 
apparent in the discussion of my findings. 
Research Design 
The research design I utilized for this study was qualitative case study.  Case 
studies are particularistic, descriptive, and clarify the reader’s knowledge of the 
experience that is under examination (Merriam, 2009).  These characteristics make it 
possible for case study research to provide a rich explanation of a single unit within a 
phenomenon.  A qualitative case study is an in-depth examination of a bounded system 
where a bounded system is defined as “a single entity, a unit around which there are 
boundaries” (Merriam, 2009, p. 40).  The bounded system may involve one participant 
that represents a phenomenon or group or an example of a particular process or issue, and 
it is conducted within a real-life context; thus, making it context specific (Dyson & 
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Genishi, 2005; Yin, 2009).  In this study, the bounded system included three specific 
third grade teachers in a particular context.   
Utilizing a case study approach allowed me to focus on the specifics of these 
teachers’ classrooms as a bounded system, within the larger, multifaceted human 
experience of teaching (Erickson, 1985).  This, in turn, helped me formulate a more 
thorough understanding of the “factors that shape, and the processes through which [my 
participants] interpret or make meaningful” their experiences as teachers of struggling 
readers working with nonfiction text (Dyson & Genishi, 2005, p. 3).  In addition to the 
fact that a case study design made it possible for me to gain insight into the particular 
case involving teachers working with struggling readers, this case was situated within a 
specific context.  My goal in conducting this research was not to explain a general 
phenomenon but to construct an understanding of this case within the actual context in 
which it occurred.   
 There are several benefits to conducting a study using the case study design.  For 
instance, Merriam (2009) states that “there is something that can be learned” from 
studying particular situations (p. 228).  Even though the findings may not apply to the 
general population, it is possible that they will apply to other specific situations and help 
those who are involved.  As Dyson and Genishi (2005) note the following:  
if a study gives readers a sense of ‘being there,’ of having a vicarious experience 
in the studied site, then readers may generalize from that experience in private, 
personal ways, modifying, extending, or adding to their generalized 
understandings of how the world works. (p. 115)   
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At the same time, the findings may also help build a stronger knowledge base that adds to 
continuing professional conversations within the literacy field that will aid in future 
research (Dyson & Genishi, 2005).  The key lies in appropriately utilizing qualitative data 
collection and analysis techniques that apply to the case study under investigation.   
Data Collection  
Data collection took place over a five month period, beginning in January and 
carrying on through May.  It involved several different methods to facilitate the collection 
of ample data to help me formulate a broad understanding of the teachers’ beliefs and 
knowledge, as well as what the teachers were doing in their classrooms.  In this study, I 
utilized the following data collection techniques: collection of artifacts, interviews, 
classroom observations, and teacher debriefs. 
Artifacts     
Throughout the study I collected applicable artifacts to use for current and future 
data analysis.  My data collection began with each participant completing the Theoretical 
Orientation to Reading Profile (TORP) in order to assess their overarching “…theory of 
the world of reading” (DeFord, 1985, p. 363).  In 1985, this instrument was validated as a 
reliable tool for determining teachers’ theoretical orientation to reading instruction and is 
considered a dependable tool today.  Using a Likert scale that included a range of one for 
strongly agree up to five for strongly disagree, the participants rated 28 statements about 
their beliefs regarding reading instruction. This assessment demonstrated whether my 
participants’ theoretical orientations aligned more with the phonics-based, skills-based, or 
whole language approach to reading instruction.  While the TORP provided me with an 
initial idea of their orientations, I utilized the data collected in interviews and 
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observations to examine the consistency between these and the results of this assessment, 
as suggested by DeFord (1985).   
In the classroom, I collected lesson plans, student work samples, photographs, 
copies of activities, and copies of the pages read in the texts.  I collected lesson plans 
from two of the participants on a weekly basis for the majority of the data collection 
period.  Although I requested weekly lesson plans from all three participants, I did not 
receive any from one of my participants.  I stopped collecting lesson plans when my 
participants’ schedules and students in the classroom changed because of the 
implementation of Maymester, a session in which students whose teachers thought they 
might have failed the state test received extra practice in reading/language arts.  
Maymester began after the state test in the third week of April and concluded before the 
last week of school at the end of May.   
I was able to collect samples of student work, such as lab reports on experiments, 
short nonfiction pieces with the main idea and a supporting detail underlined, and pages 
with people outlines with facts written about Thurgood Marshall from the students’ 
“person folder,”   from the participants.  I took photographs of my participants’ 
classrooms, including their classroom libraries, nonfiction texts placed around the room, 
work displayed on Promethean boards, and educational posters on the wall.  I 
photographed materials used in different lessons during my observations.  It is important 
to note that I did not photograph the students in the room, only items displayed in the 
room.  These photographs served as prompts for future teacher debriefs or interviews and 
also served as a visual reference to use while analyzing data.  Collecting these samples 
allowed me to look at them multiple times as I coded my data and refined these codes as I 
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collected more information (Creswell, 2009; Yin, 2009).  Thus, I was able to refer to 
them later if I felt they might help support or refute something else I had discovered in 
the research process.  With the exception of the photographs I took, which I framed by 
choosing what to take pictures of, the evidence these artifacts provided was more 
objective than the data collected in interviews and observations since my presence was 
not a factor (Merriam, 2009).  In addition, I retained any e-mails that my participants and 
I sent to one another that were related to this study and utilized these in my analysis.  
Finally, I gathered other relevant artifacts, such as photocopies of the actual pages read in 
various nonfiction texts during the lessons, as they presented themselves in the course of 
the study. 
Interviews 
Three interviews were conducted at the beginning, middle, and end of five 
months.  Once each participant had completed the TORP (DeFord, 1985), I conducted an 
individual interview with each participant.  This interview followed a semi-structured 
format in which I used an interview guide (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Merriam, 2009) 
with potential questions to pose to my participants (see Appendix A).  Using a semi-
structured format for my interview allowed me to ask some specific questions, but it also 
left the discussion open to other potentially helpful information that might arise in the 
course of the conversation that occurred in the interview.  The initial interview allowed 
me to determine the teachers’ understandings about reading instruction, if and how they 
differentiated between fiction and nonfiction comprehension instruction, and what the 
teacher’s thoughts and beliefs were about struggling readers.  It also provided a 
comparison for the previously completed TORP (DeFord, 1985).  Additionally, the first 
65 
 
 
 
interview served as a guide in planning the second and final interviews, which also took a 
semi-structured format.   
The second interview with each participant occurred near the middle of my data 
collection in April and focused on instructional decisions and accommodations during 
social studies and science (see Appendix B).  In addition to the previously planned 
questions, I used this interview as a chance to probe further into any lingering questions 
from the first interview, my observations, and any artifacts I had accumulated up to this 
point.  Furthermore, it afforded me the opportunity to clarify what I inferred from my 
initial analysis of data. 
The third and final interview was my last opportunity to gather data from my 
participants since it occurred as the school year ended (see Appendix C).  In this 
interview, I hoped to gain a better understanding of each participant’s own literacy 
experiences in school as I  broadened my understanding of how “teachers make sense of 
talk and text within physical settings and through social activities that are informed by the 
world beyond the visible one” (Dyson & Genishi, 2005, p. 9).  I also asked the teachers 
about their comprehension instruction during the year, their feelings about their 
struggling readers’ progress in social studies and science, and what they would like to 
learn more about in terms of their struggling readers.  Similar to the second interview, 
this final interview served the purpose of helping me clarify any lingering questions I had 
from the previous interviews, observations, or artifacts that I had gathered over the course 
of my study.  Moreover, I ended this interview with an open-ended question asking my 
participants to share any remaining thoughts about struggling readers and nonfiction 
texts.    
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I audio recorded all of the interviews for the purpose of transcription so that I 
could refer back to them if needed.  My goal was to transcribe these interviews word-for-
word within a day or two after I conducted them to maximize the potential that I would 
remember as many details as possible (Dyson & Genishi, 2005).  This was helpful as I 
added in my observer, or reflective, comments while I considered ways to improve my 
interviewing technique and make connections between what was said in the interview and 
what I had observed in their classrooms or already knew about the context of the situation 
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  I transcribed the interviews myself as a means of beginning 
the analysis of the data (Dyson & Genishi, 2005), so I left a wide margin on the right-
hand side of the paper in my transcriptions to create space for coding during data 
analysis.   
These interviews served as an invaluable source of data in my study.  As Dyson 
and Genishi (2005) assert, “As supplementary data, they deepen an understanding of 
what we observe in the classroom and sometimes help to interpret observed activities 
from participants’ perspectives” (p. 76).  In line with my social constructivist approach in 
this investigation, the interviews I conducted with my participants helped me interpret the 
data I collected from their perspectives.  Thus, these interviews assisted me with 
gathering data that I might not notice in an observation. Still, I conducted observations in 
each one of the participant’s classrooms to collect additional data.  
Classroom Observations 
Observations began after the initial interviews.  I observed each participant three 
times in the study for a three consecutive day period, when it was possible, between 
February and May for a total of 27 observations.  For example, I observed in Audrey’s 
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room during week one, Beth’s room during week two, and Samantha’s room during week 
three.  Each observation lasted approximately 25-40 minutes.  The consecutive 
observations enabled me to capture data if lessons, activities, or discussions extended into 
the next day.  During these observations I acted as a participant observer for a couple of 
reasons.  First, it afforded me the opportunity to observe my participants in the context of 
their actual classroom in the course of authentic events as they were occurring.  Also, it 
provided me with an awareness of my participants’ interpersonal behaviors and 
motivations (Yin, 2009).  Since part of the focus of my study was to observe my 
participants’ interactions with their struggling readers and the pedagogical practices they 
utilized, participant observation was an appropriate method to use for collecting that data. 
While I observed, I recorded rough descriptive field notes so that I could focus 
more of my attention on observing than writing but also start to capture the basics of my 
case study (Dyson & Genishi, 2005).  My descriptive notes took a more objective form as 
I recorded details about the space, participants, and interactions I observed.  I made 
judgments about what I observed later in the form of observer comments, which I clearly 
indicated in my field notes using bold, italicized font.  I also left a wide margin on the 
right-hand side of the paper for coding purposes during my analysis.  Once I completed 
the observation I reflected in an audio-recording about what I observed so that I could 
access it later to add to my field notes that I recorded during the observation.  My goal 
was to make a 5 to 10 minute audio-recording immediately following each observation to 
avoid forgetting the details of what occurred during the observation.  Since I worked in 
the school in which I collected data, I recognized the potential of my usual roles as a 
teacher and co-worker and the duties that accompany those roles to interfere with the 
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recall of the events that occurred during my observations.  In an effort to avoid this 
interference, my principal and vice principal allowed me to utilize the time right after my 
observations to return to the privacy of my classroom to make an audio-recording.   
 Unlike the interviews, classroom observations allowed me to see first-hand what 
was happening in the classroom and led to further questions to ask the teachers during 
debrief sessions or in the interviews that occurred after observations had begun.  Also, as 
an outsider in the classroom I was able to recognize different things that were routine to 
the participants and would otherwise have gone unnoticed (Creswell, 2009; Merriam, 
2009).  By gathering this information in the process of observing the teachers it helped 
me gain a stronger understanding of the context of the study (Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2009).    
In addition, observations allowed me to acquire information that teachers might not have 
felt comfortable sharing in an interview. 
I recognize that there is a certain level of subjectivity in conducting observations 
and critics of participant observation have a problem with this subjectivity (Merriam, 
2009).  After all, human perception is by nature a selective construct that is influenced by 
one’s theoretical positions and biases.  Consequently, the opportunity existed for me to 
manipulate the events as a participant observer leading to bias in my observations (Yin, 
2009).  With this in mind, I conducted my observations in a careful and systematic 
manner that helped ensure that I was able to collect pertinent data during these times.  As 
I observed events occurring in the classroom, I recorded only factual information in the 
course of my observation and tried to wait to make my observer comments later.  
Whenever possible, I wrote the exact words used by my participants and their students.  I 
had my research questions with me to make certain I stayed focus.  Also, I discussed my 
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interpretations with my participants to ensure that mine were accurate.  One manner in 
which this occurred was through teacher debriefs, both individually and as a group. 
Teacher Debriefs  
 Individual debriefs lasted approximately 10 minutes and occurred following the 
end of every set of three consecutive observations that I conducted with each participant.  
Thus, they occurred in February, March, and May.  Similar to the interviews, I audio-
recorded and transcribed each debrief.  My objective for conducting the debriefs with my 
participants was to confirm their plans for the lesson I observed and what actually 
occurred (see Appendix D).  It also served the purpose of gaining a better understanding 
of their perception of what went well, the concerns they might have regarding their 
struggling readers, and their intentions for future lessons.  In addition, these debriefs 
operated as a means for me to clarify any questions I had regarding what happened 
during my observations and to gather their perceptions of themes that I had begun to 
formulate in the  initial stages of data analysis (Merriam, 2009).  
 In addition to the three individual teacher debriefs that I had with each of my 
participants, I facilitated three teacher debriefs using a focus group format.  I audio-
recorded and transcribed portions of these debriefs to add to the corpus of data.  Each of 
these focus group debriefs lasted up to fifteen minutes and took place in week four 
following the observations in Teacher C’s room.  While I used the same questions in my 
first focus group teacher debrief that I had in my first individual debriefs, it became 
apparent that they were strangely worded for the group format.  Therefore, I altered the 
questions a little before conducting the second and third focus group teacher debriefs (see 
Appendix E).  Like the individual teacher debriefs, the focus group debriefs allowed me 
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the opportunity to clarify my understandings of what happened in the teachers’ 
classrooms.  They also helped me refine my interpretations of the teachers’ perceptions of 
what was happening in their classrooms, their feelings about their work with struggling 
readers in these situations, and offered a forum for me to discuss emerging themes I had 
discovered in my data analysis.  However, their format provided a different approach to 
these elements.  Consistent with my belief that knowledge is socially constructed, the 
focus group debriefs gave my participants the opportunity to construct their knowledge 
through interacting with one another (Dyson & Genishi, 2005).  I anticipated that offering 
a context in which teachers could construct their knowledge together would supply me 
with a more inclusive picture of what happened to them as individuals, as well as a group.  
Thus, accompanying my classroom observations with these debriefs assisted me in data 
collection and analysis. 
Data Organization and Management 
A strategic system of organizing and managing data is essential to moving a 
research study through the entire process of data collection, data analysis, and the 
composition of the final product.  In an effort to ensure that I was able to keep up with all 
of the data that I collected, I kept multiple copies of each type of data (Dyson & Genishi, 
2005).  Due to the fact that I collected multiple sources of data over a five month period 
of time I needed a plan for easy retrieval of information.  Therefore, I labeled each piece 
of data with the participant’s pseudonym, the date it was collected, and the type of data.  
As mentioned before, I had an audio-recording of each interview and teacher debrief, 
including the individual and focus group formats, which I later transcribed.  I 
downloaded each one of these recordings onto my password protected computer and, 
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subsequently, saved it on my external hard drive.  Then I transcribed the interviews and 
debriefs and printed a hard copy that I stored in a locked filing cabinet at my house.  
Every transcribed interview and debrief was saved on my computer, as well as my 
external hard drive.  The initial field notes that I recorded during my observations 
remained in the notebook in which I wrote them at the time, but I recreated them when I 
typed the rest of my field notes after the observation when I added further descriptions 
based on the audio-recording I made directly after the observation.  This version of my 
field notes remained on my computer, and I also saved a copy on my external hard drive.  
After these field notes were typed I printed a hard copy to store in my file cabinet with 
the interviews and debriefs.  My reflective digital journal created after each observation is 
stored like the other audio-recordings, on my computer and external hard drive.  I made 
copies of all artifacts and stored them in folders within the same locked file cabinet as the 
rest of the hard copies discussed above.    Finally, my reflective digital journal consisted 
of audio recorded reflections.  I treated those that were written the same as the artifacts 
discussed previously, but I saved those that were typed on my computer and external hard 
drive and print a hard copy to store in my file cabinet.  By organizing and managing my 
data collection in this manner, I expected that it would help my data analysis proceed 
more smoothly.   
Data Analysis  
In an effort to refine the focus of my study and to ensure that the data I was 
collecting would, in fact, answer my research questions, I conducted data analysis while I 
was collecting the data.  My data analysis necessarily affected my data collection.  For 
example, I formulated new questions to ask my participants based on what I was 
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observing, and I attempted to narrow the focus of my observations to hone in on what 
occurred between my participants and their struggling readers, rather than the other 
students in the class.  I also kept my research questions in front of me during my 
observations to help me maintain my focus.  This was to ensure that I would not be 
overwhelmed at the end by the amount of data I had collected, which would complicate 
the process of analyzing the data and forming my final conclusions (Bogdan & Biklen, 
2007; Merriam, 2009).  It also verified that the data I collected would, in fact, answer the 
questions I had devised for this case study.  Specifically, I engaged in a constant 
comparative method of analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).   
Throughout the process of utilizing the constant comparative method, I alternated 
between data collection and data analysis (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  
First, I began with open coding since the codes I selected were not restricted by anything 
other than what the data revealed.  Depending on what I gathered in the collection 
process my codes originated as “…a repeat of the exact word(s) of the participant, [my] 
words, or a concept from the literature” (Merriam, 2009, p.178) that I recorded in the 
margins next to my data.  I started by reading through my collected data on each 
participant separately and searching for patterns by comparing pieces of data with one 
another.  Some of the codes that I developed were time, vocabulary, testing, and 
nonfiction text features (see Appendix F for a complete list of codes).  Then I looked at 
the data I collected for all three participants in my case study to identify similarities and 
differences between the three participants (Merriam, 2009).  When I discovered 
similarities, within my single participant data or group data, I assembled those segments 
of data together electronically and assigned the group a tentative descriptor, or code.  
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Table 1 displays an example of codes that I used in the process of data analysis along 
with examples from my data and references to applicable participants. 
Table 1 
Example of Codes Used in Data Analysis 
 
Accommodations Provided 
for Struggling Readers 
 
 
Examples 
Participant(s) 
who Provided the 
Accommodations 
1. Vocabulary support hand motions Beth, Samantha, 
Audrey 
2. Monitoring comprehension stop to summarize while reading Beth, Samantha, 
Audrey 
3. Small group instruction,  
    sometimes   
César Chávez lesson- teacher read-
aloud, graphic organizer, partner 
reading and activity  
Beth, Samantha, 
Audrey 
4. Identifying non-fiction  
    text features   
highlighted and bold words→ look 
up in glossary 
Beth, Samantha, 
Audrey 
5. Test preparation   flashcards and study guides Beth, Samantha, 
Audrey 
6. Discussions   conversation to help students put 
information in his own words 
Beth, Samantha, 
Audrey 
7. Review of material   warm-up review questions Beth, Audrey 
8. Less complex text   leveled texts Beth, Samantha 
9. Creating confidence  graphing progress Samantha, Audrey 
10. Tracking the print   tracking word-by-word on 
students’ book 
Beth, Samantha 
11. Skills instruction   simpler texts to focus on skills Samantha 
12. Reminders   prompt students to use strategies, 
like highlighting/circling key 
words 
Audrey 
13. Mandated  
      accommodations   
 
reading test to student 
 
Samantha  
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Next, I engaged in axial coding as I used my original codes to create categories 
based on the ones that were related to each other (Corbin & Strauss, 2007).  Some of the 
initial categories or themes I identified were accommodations struggling readers need, 
trouble with materials, and testing pressure (see Appendix F for a detailed list of themes).  
Underneath each category or theme, I copied and pasted quotes taken directly from my 
interviews, debriefs and/or wrote in specific examples from my data collected during my 
observations.  Then I made observer comments about each quote or example in a 
different color font and/or italics in reference to what question was answered, what 
activity was observed, and a summary of what was discussed in the quote or activity.  
Additionally, I made notes about how it related to other codes or themes I had discovered 
and other questions that came to my mind (see Appendix G).  Ultimately, I strived to find 
a pattern between all three participants based on recurring categories or themes that 
developed from my data.   
 Prior to beginning my discussion about how I established trustworthiness in my 
study, the following two tables illustrate my timeline for data collection and initial 
analysis and how my research questions relate to each of my data sources. 
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Table 2 
Timeline for Data Collection and Initial Data Analysis 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 January February March April May  June 
Initial interviews 
Teacher A, B, & 
C 
 
x 
 
 
    
Midpoint 
interviews  
Teacher A, B, & 
C 
  late March/early 
April 
x 
  
Final interviews 
Teacher A, B, & 
C 
     
X 
 
 
Transcribe 
Interviews  
 
x 
 
 
  
x 
 
X 
 
x  
Observations of 
Teacher A, B, & 
C with field notes 
  
 
x  
 
 
x 
 
late April/early May 
x 
 
Teacher Debriefs 
(individual) 
  
x  
 
x 
late April/early May 
x 
 
Transcribe 
individual 
debriefs 
  
x 
 
x 
late April/early May 
x 
 
 
Teacher Debriefs 
(focus group) 
  
x  
 
x 
 
 
 
X 
 
 
Transcribe focus 
group debriefs 
  
x 
 
x 
 
 
 
 
 
x 
Artifact 
collection 
(TORP) 
x 
 
x 
 
x 
 
x 
 
X 
 
Reflective Digital 
Journal 
 
x 
 
x 
 
x 
 
x 
 
X 
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Table 3 
Data Collection Summary 
Research Question Data Sources Addressing Question 
Guiding: How do third grade teachers 
support struggling readers when navigating 
nonfiction texts?   
1. Interviews 
2. Teacher debriefs 
3. Classroom observations and field 
notes 
4. Artifacts 
(a) What factors influence the methods 
teachers use to support struggling readers 
in their classroom? 
      1. Interviews 
      2. Teacher debriefs 
      3. Classroom observations and field 
notes 
(b) What are these third grade teachers’ 
beliefs and understandings about 
struggling readers? 
 
1. Interviews 
2. Teacher debriefs 
3. Classroom observations and field 
notes 
(c) How do these beliefs influence the third 
grade teachers’ pedagogical practices with 
struggling readers? 
1. Interviews 
2. Teacher debriefs 
3. Classroom observations and field 
notes 
4. Artifacts 
 
Establishing Trustworthiness 
 Researchers have an obligation to demonstrate the trustworthiness of their 
research to their audience by employing a certain amount of thoroughness and precision 
in their research process (Merriam, 2009).  Differing terms are used to discuss the 
standards that apply to qualitative research, including validity, credibility, reliability, 
dependability, generalizability, external validity, and transferability (Creswell, 2009; 
Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 2009).  In this study, I use the terms credibility, 
dependability, and transferability. 
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Credibility  
Even though qualitative research cannot and is not meant to establish an objective 
truth or reality, there are ways in which qualitative researchers can enhance the credibility 
of their findings.  Merriam (2009) makes several recommendations for increasing the 
credibility of one’s qualitative research, including triangulation, member checks, 
adequate engagement in data collection, reflexivity (researcher’s position), and peer 
review. 
As a means of ensuring the credibility of my case study I triangulated the data that 
I collected from my interviews, observations, and artifacts.  In triangulating the data I 
used the information from each of my sources of data collection to support the findings 
that appeared.  My sources of data collection provided me with both subjective and more 
objective data to support one another.  Also, the fact that I had multiple participants and 
conducted the interviews and observations multiple times presented me with a broader 
range of data for triangulation.  As Yin (2009) asserts, “…[A]ny case study finding or 
conclusion is likely to be more convincing and accurate if it is based on several different 
sources of information” (p. 116).   
Another measure I took to ensure the credibility of my study was to engage in 
member checks with the participants in my study to make sure that I had interpreted the 
data in an accurate manner reflective of their perceptions.  These member checks 
occurred in the process of data collection through teacher debriefs and follow-up 
interviews, as well as in the final stages of composing my final research report. 
In an effort to adequately engage in data collection, I interviewed each participant 
three separate times, engaged in individual teacher debriefs three separate times, and 
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participated in teacher debriefs using a focus group format on three occasions.  I also 
conducted a total of nine observations of each participant with each set of observations 
consisting of three observations to allow me to examine lessons over a period of several 
days in a row.  Additionally, data collection continued for five months, thus allowing for 
adequate engagement in data collection. 
In addition to these efforts of increasing the credibility of my study, I had 
discussions with my colleagues about the emerging themes that I discovered in my data 
analysis.  I demonstrated reflexivity and shared any biases, dispositions, and assumptions 
that I had which pertained to this study.  The peer debriefs helped guard against my own 
biases greatly influencing my interpretations and facilitated my audience’s understanding 
of the interpretations I made regarding the data in this investigation (Dyson & Genishi, 
2005; Merriam 2009). 
Dependability 
 Dependability, also known as consistency or reliability (Merriam, 2009), involves 
whether or not research findings are replicable.  Since qualitative research focuses on the 
particulars of a context-specific situation and does not assert that a single reality exists, it 
is not concerned with replicating results.  For this purpose, Lincoln and Guba (1985) 
utilize the term dependability to represent their belief that what matters is whether the 
results are dependable based on the data that is collected, which is consistent with the 
goals of qualitative research.  Like the strategies that help establish credibility in 
qualitative research, researchers can confirm the dependability of their study by utilizing 
triangulation, peer debriefing, and addressing the researcher’s position.   
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Transferability   
The final element of establishing trustworthiness within qualitative research is 
transferability.  Transferability is used in qualitative research in place of generalizability, 
because the goal of qualitative research is to formulate a deep understanding of a specific 
situation, rather than a generalizable phenomenon.  Transferability is created by using 
rich, thick description of the case and maximum variation of the sample.  Thus, when I 
composed my final report I included rich, thick descriptions to present my audience with 
enough context for them to determine whether the findings transfer to other situations.  
Also, I purposely chose my participants in this study to attain maximum variation.  Not 
only was there variation in my participants’ years of teaching experience with a range 
from two to ten years, but there was also variation in the teacher preparation they 
received.  One participant gained her teaching certification through an alternative 
preparation program, while the other two earned theirs through the traditional route.  
However, the two that obtained their certification through the traditional route differ 
since one’s highest level of education was a bachelor’s degree and the other had a 
master’s degree.  Hence, the results of this study will likely transfer to other similar 
contexts.  
Limitations of the Design and Issues of Bias 
Much like any other type of research design, case study has its own set of 
limitations to accompany its strengths.  One of the most commonly cited limitations of 
case study is its lack of generalizability to the entire population (Dyson & Genishi, 2005; 
Merriam, 2009), and the fact that it involves a small number of participants makes it 
difficult to formulate generalizations from it.  However, the goal of this design of 
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research is not to make generalizations but to examine particular, context-specific 
situations closely.  Dyson and Genishi (2005) explain the following:   
…the findings of any qualitative case study are not replicable per se; they are a 
concrete instantiation of a theorized phenomenon.  By understanding the 
particulars of its social enactment…the case can be compared to the particulars of 
other situations.  In this way, ‘truths’ or assumptions can be extended, modified, 
or complicated. (pp. 115-116) 
Another limitation of case study is that it requires an extended amount of time on the part 
of the researcher to produce, although this extra time allows the researcher to develop a 
more complete picture of these specific situations.  An additional limitation of case study 
research is that it takes more time for the audience to read.  Consequently, intended 
audiences, such as policymakers and practitioners, may not have the time or take the time 
to read the information discussed in the case study report.  If this is the case, then it 
becomes difficult for the conclusions drawn from a case study to influence change in the 
field in which it is conducted.  However, if policymakers and practitioners are willing to 
take the time to consider qualitative case studies, then they may see how the researchers’ 
purpose is “…to move beyond the specifics of a single case…to assertions about the 
phenomenon itself” (p. 122).  In doing so, they may see how the case study applies to the 
ongoing professional conversations around educational issues in literacy.  A further 
potential limitation of case study research is that policymakers are typically concerned 
with looking at the collective whole rather than individual cases and may not view case 
study research as a valid design to impact policy decisions (Yin, 2009).  This is 
specifically a problem when one considers the push for scientifically proven, objective 
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data, such as standardized test scores, to support the creation of educational policies 
(Dyson & Genishi, 2005; Yin, 2009).   
 In this study, one of the limitations I had was that my schedule restricted me from 
observing the teachers at any other time than their social studies and science block.  Due 
to allotted time of 50 minutes for the social studies and science block in third grade’s 
schedule that was actually shorter because of recess and the need to pack up at the end of 
the day, the time constraints limited my data collection. 
Further limitations are related to biases.  An added limitation of case study design 
relates to the bias involved in it with the researcher as the primary instrument of data 
collection.  This bias comes into play in discussing the issues of reliability and validity 
previously addressed.  With that in mind, there is a greater responsibility on the 
researcher in a case study to ensure that his/her bias does not negatively impact what the 
case study illustrates.  However, it is important to keep in mind the previously mentioned 
benefits of having the researcher as the primary instrument of data collection (Merriam, 
2009). 
Conclusion 
 Using a qualitative case study approach, this research study I sought to fill a gap 
in the literature on the topic of third grade teachers working with struggling readers and 
nonfiction text.  Many classrooms today continue to have students who are struggling 
with reading.  Their teachers are responsible for developing the knowledge and abilities 
these students need in order to succeed.  An examination of teachers’ beliefs and 
understandings about working with struggling readers, as well as their pedagogical 
practices, is fitting and necessary in the current era of accountability with its heightened 
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focus on making sure all children perform on grade level.  Acquiring a deeper 
understanding of these constructs is imperative for teacher educators as they consider 
how best to prepare teachers to work with struggling readers, particularly when teachers 
are faced with pressures associated with high-stakes testing.  Moreover, an awareness of 
this information is essential for teacher educators and administrators alike as they plan for 
relevant professional development to further educate practicing teachers.  In the 
following chapter I will provide a detailed picture of the setting, participants, and 
participants’ classrooms to help my audience more thoroughly understand the context of 
this study.  These descriptions will then be followed in the next chapter by information 
regarding the findings from this study. 
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CHAPTER 4 
SETTING AND CONTEXT OF STUDY 
Central Elementary’s Surrounding Community 
 Central Elementary School, the setting of this study, is a public school located 
within a city and suburb that was incorporated within the last 7 years and outside a major 
Southeastern U. S. city.  The city is considered an upscale residential community with 
convenient access to many parks, shopping centers, restaurants, movie theaters, golf 
courses, and major medical centers.  Although the city itself is deemed affluent, Central 
Elementary’s attendance zone includes a mix of affluent homes and numerous low-
income apartment complexes.  Many of the more affluent families choose to send their 
children to private schools around the community rather than their neighborhood public 
school.  Among those private schools is the Jewish private school located across the 
street from Central Elementary School.  These two schools have developed a partnership 
of sorts.  Central Elementary has allowed the private school to use its field for various 
sporting events, while the private school donated uniforms and provided peer tutoring for 
the students at Central Elementary.  While there are likely many different reasons why 
parents make the decision to enroll their children in private schools, rumors suggest that 
many parents do not want their children in school with the low-income students that 
make up the majority of the school’s population.  
 Central Elementary School is part of one of the oldest and largest school systems 
within the state.  Like many school systems in the region and nation, the school system 
has undergone several changes in recent years due to budget concerns.  There were 
teacher lay-offs, furlough days, a decrease in the students’ school year by 3 days with an 
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increase in the school day by 11 minutes, an increase in class size, and a decrease in time 
allotted to schools for certain personnel or complete elimination of their jobs.  In 
particular, Central Elementary School was affected by the reduction in time allotted for 
the social worker and instructional support teacher (IST), both of whom were significant 
losses for the school.  In addition, the number of counselors serving just over 800 
students decreased from two to one, making it difficult for the remaining counselor to 
accomplish all of her duties.   
 The school system has also had changes in leadership with the most recent 
superintendent beginning work in June of 2011.  In his first year as superintendent, he 
eliminated unnecessary positions to ensure money was used to effectively serve students 
in the system.  A new evaluation system for staff involving considerably more work was 
also previewed in the schools and set for rollout the following school year.  Additionally, 
the new superintendent worked with others in the school system to gain charter status for 
the entire school system, which was approved near the end of the 2011-2012 school year 
and began the 2012-2013 school year. 
A Glimpse Inside Central Elementary School 
 Since its opening in 2000, the state of the art facility that houses Central 
Elementary School has been well-maintained.  The pastel walls, colorful bulletin boards, 
and wall displays are interesting and appealing.  Children’s work is displayed outside of 
every classroom throughout the school, while kindergarten and first grade teachers have 
particularly elaborate wall displays outside of their classrooms.  Other items are exhibited 
on the walls, like posters created by the Student Council advertising Pennies for Patients, 
a program designed to raise money for Relay for Life and a large display showing each 
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grade level’s progress in the school’s reading incentive program called Read to Lead.  A 
large mural painted in memory of a late teacher’s assistant is showcased next to the art 
room.  The entryway to the media center is creatively decorated to represent a connection 
between reading and the current season of the year. 
 Central Elementary School is a Title I school with 71% of the student population 
receiving free and reduced lunch.  In spring of 2012, the semester that this research 
project was conducted, the school received the Title I Distinguished School Award for 
the ninth consecutive year from the State Department of Education.  The school received 
this award, because the students met the requirements set by the state for standardized 
test scores.       
 Central Elementary School also has a Professional Development School (PDS) 
relationship with a local public university located in a major neighboring city.  Through 
this partnership many student interns and student teachers are placed with mentor 
teachers.  During my data collection, one of the participants had an intern in her 
classroom two days a week, although the intern was not involved in any of my 
observations.  Another participant had a student teacher the semester prior to data 
collection.  Also, the participants involved in this study received professional 
development training in science from one of the professors at the university during the 
school year.  The focus of the training was conducting a hands-on discovery lesson about 
rocks, their attributes, and classifying rocks in multiple ways. 
 The student population is transient with a mobility rate of 44% for the most recent 
school year, 2011-2012.  Due to the high mobility rate, there is a transition classroom for 
new students to go to when they first arrive.  In this classroom, the transition teacher 
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familiarizes the students with the school rules and layout, performs preliminary testing, 
and provides the homeroom teacher with 24 hours’ notice that he/she will be receiving a 
new student.  The transition room was established when the school became a charter 
school in 2005 and is something that the teachers appreciated so much that it was 
maintained even after the school’s personal charter status ended in 2010.  Out of the 
eleven identified struggling readers in the classrooms where I conducted my research, 
two students withdrew from the school during data collection and two others were 
enrolled about halfway through the school year prior to the beginning of data collection. 
 The school’s curriculum in all subject areas is based on state standards and units 
created by the county school system.  The district provides schools with a basal reading 
program, but teachers are not required to use it.  They are encouraged to supplement the 
basal program with other materials as needed.  Textbooks and little readers, which are 
short trade books on different topics, are provided for all students in third through fifth 
grade.  In contrast, students in kindergarten through second grade have textbooks for 
some subject areas and consumable workbooks in others.   
Students at Central Elementary have a number of assessments throughout the 
year.  Second through fifth take benchmark tests created by the school system throughout 
the year in language arts/reading, math, social studies, and science.  The results of these 
tests are used to identify students’ strengths and weaknesses and to plan for further 
instruction.  The final benchmark test of the year is used as a predictor for student 
performance on the state standardized assessment given near the end of the year.  Third 
and fifth grade students also take a nationally normed standardized test near the 
beginning of the year as a means of diagnosing the students’ strengths and weaknesses 
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early in the school year.  Monthly common assessments for all grades are used by the 
teachers and data support specialist for progress monitoring and planning for instruction. 
The focus of these assessments varies by grade level.  Third grade’s common assessment 
was in math.   
 Most teachers in the school have training in talented and gifted (TAG) strategies 
for use in the classroom with all students.  The TAG strategies training is provided by a 
TAG teacher at the school whose primary job is to work with teachers to model and 
educate them on TAG strategies.  All of the participants in my study had participated in 
this training.  The TAG teacher leads the Schoolwide Enrichment Model that focuses on 
reading.  Through this program teachers conduct “Book Hooks” with their students to 
preview books and encourage students to read them on their own.  Students are also 
provided with a supported silent reading time on a daily basis, although I am uncertain 
whether this is provided by all teachers.  The participants in my study did provide silent 
reading time for their students.  An additional part of this model is the implementation of 
projects related to grade level standards, which the TAG teacher worked with the 
homeroom teachers to plan. 
 There was also a strong push from the administration in the school to use 
technology in the classroom.  Many of the teachers in the school had Promethean boards, 
and there was even a Promethean lab that teachers without their own boards could sign 
up to use.  All three participants in my study had their own Promethean boards and used 
them during lessons. 
 The school improvement plan called for the teachers to use higher order 
thinking/questioning strategies in science and for the teachers to integrate science content 
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and vocabulary into English/language arts.  This was evident in the observations and 
interviews. My participants regularly used higher order thinking/questioning strategies 
during science lessons and integrated science concepts into their language arts lessons. 
Overview of Third Grade’s Academic Schedule 
 All of the third grade teachers followed the same general schedule.  Since all five 
third grade teachers could not eat lunch at the exact same time, there were a few minor 
differences in the times allotted for various subjects or activities.  Table 4 shows the 
schedule followed by Audrey.  After the table, I explain some of the components further. 
Table 4 
Third Grade’s Academic Schedule 
Time Subject/Activity 
7:15-7:50        Morning Work 
7:50-8:30        Specials (P.E./Art/Music) 
8:35-10:00      Math (including Mountain Math) 
10:00-11:30    Reading (Small groups/Centers or Workboards/SIR)  
11:35-12:05    Lunch 
12:05-12:25    Mountain Language 
12:25-1:15      Language Arts & Writing 
1:15-1:30        Recess 
1:30-2:20        Social Studies or Science 
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During their specials time, the teachers alternated between physical education (P. 
E.), art, and music.  Every teacher had one day a week when her class did not have 
specials, and that time was usually used to teach health lessons.  Mountain Math was a 
daily spiral review.  The teachers would usually do one question a day, because each 
question had several components underneath it.  The questions were posted on the wall or 
on the Promethean board, and the students would complete them in a notebook.  Then the 
class would go over the answers.  Some of the concepts covered in Mountain Math 
included addition, subtraction, multiplication, division, measurement, time, money, and 
standard/expanded/word forms of numbers.  Mountain Language was similar to 
Mountain Math in that it served as a daily spiral review.  However, the teachers usually 
went over five of the language arts questions per day since they did not include extra 
components.  Again, the questions were posted on the wall or Promethean board, and the 
students recorded their responses in a notebook.  Once the students had time to answer 
the questions, then the class reviewed them for accuracy.  Mountain Language focused on 
synonyms/antonyms, common and proper nouns, abbreviations, misspelled words, 
subject and predicate, prefixes/suffixes/root words, and correcting errors in sentences.    
The first part of the reading block was Supported Independent Reading (SIR) 
time.  SIR was part of the Schoolwide Enrichment Model mentioned previously.  During 
this time, the students read books that were approximately a year and a half above their 
current reading level, which was determined using the “5 Finger Rule” (Rogers, 2001).  
This meant that the students would make a fist and look at a page in the book, and for 
every word on that page that they did not know they would put a finger up.  If they had 
one or no fingers up at the end of the page, then the book was too easy.  When they raised 
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two or three fingers while reading the page that meant that the book was just right.  If the 
students raised four or five fingers while reading that page, then the book was deemed too 
hard for them.  Once students selected their books, they could choose anywhere in the 
room to sit to read their book.  As the students read independently, the teacher would 
conference with three or four students individually a day for four or five minutes.  During 
the conference, the teacher checked the student’s understanding by asking a series of 
higher order questions provided by the TAG teacher.  The questions matched different 
genres or literacy elements or concepts, such as characters, sequencing, or theme.  The 
conference also served as a time for the teacher to listen to individual students read and to 
check their fluency.  By the time that data collection began in the second semester of the 
year, SIR comprised 25 minutes of the total reading block.  Due to the fact that SIR took 
up such a large chunk of the reading block and the teachers were having trouble getting 
through their novels, they opted to switch their schedule around to include skill days and 
novel study days.   
Since SIR took up almost a third of the reading block in the second semester, the 
teachers felt they did not have an adequate amount of time to address the skills they were 
supposed to cover and provide their students with enough time to engage in actual 
reading of novels in small groups.  In an effort to address these concerns, the teachers 
chose to designate two days a week as skill days.  On these days the teachers would do 
whole group and small group lessons on the particular skill assigned to that week.  
Generally, this would involve an activity, such as a game on the Promethean board or 
utilizing the skill within a reading passage, as well as independent worksheet practice.  
On these days, students did not read out of their novels.  On the other three days of the 
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week, the teachers worked with small groups of students in a literature circle format.  
These small groups were determined by the students’ levels, including above, on, and 
below, and the novels were chosen based on their levels to ensure they were 
appropriately matched.  Some of the novels used by the third grade teachers were 
Charlotte’s Web (White, 1952), The Magic School Bus Chapter Book: Amazing 
Magnetism (Carmi, 2001), and The Mouse and the Motorcycle (Cleary, 1965).  Students 
voted on which novel to read, or the teacher chose one for the group.  The teachers 
rotated the groups to allow for time to work with each of them.  During this time, the 
teachers engaged in different types of reading, including choral, partner, silent, teacher 
read-aloud, and students reading out loud.  Then they would discuss the book and infuse 
higher order thinking questions into their discussion.  At times, they would practice the 
skill of the week within their novels, such as having students find words with prefixes in 
their reading and recording them on a post-it note to discuss their word parts and 
meanings.  Students not working with the teacher would complete centers or workboards 
that served as practice and review of various skills.  These centers or workboards 
included games and activities on the Promethean board, worksheets, writing activities, 
and artistic activities.  All of the teachers had a social studies or science center or 
workboard in which the students would engage in an activity that reinforced a current or 
past topic in those subject areas.   
Social studies and science were placed within the same block of the schedule, 
because the teachers would rotate between the two subject areas throughout the school 
year. Once a social studies unit was finished, they would switch to a science unit and at 
the end of that unit switch back to social studies.  The third grade teachers felt this 
92 
 
 
 
schedule provided their students with a better opportunity to fully grasp the concepts in 
each unit, rather than switching between social studies and science within the same week 
or on a weekly basis.  
Introduction of Central Elementary Teachers 
Beth   
 Beth grew up in a small community that she described as family oriented and 
where everyone knew everyone else.  It was located relatively near the location in which 
this research study was conducted.  She attended small schools with the same people 
from kindergarten through high school graduation.  Overall, she felt like she had great 
experiences in school and said she still talks to her kindergarten teacher to this day. 
Growing up Beth recalled her literacy instruction in school occurring in whole 
group settings.  It was not until her teacher education courses that she learned about the 
concept of working with students in small groups and implementing centers.  While she 
felt like she was able to learn what she needed in the whole group setting, she 
remembered that her brothers and sisters struggled with it.  These memories shaped her 
desire to want to use small groups with her own students to offer the support they needed.   
After receiving her bachelor’s degree from a local, public university, Beth began 
her teaching career at Central Elementary in January of 2010 when she took over for a 
third grade teacher whose husband was transferred to a different part of the state.  Due to 
changes in the economy and budget cuts that led to teacher surpluses and lay-offs and the 
fact that she was the last person hired, she did not initially receive a contract for the 
following school year.  Then when an opening came about the principal rehired her.  She 
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returned to third grade and has remained there.  Beth was in her second full year of 
teaching at the time this study was conducted. 
Beth’s classroom. Located at the end of the hallway in the largest room in the 
school was Beth’s classroom, spacious and full of character.  The bright pink rocking 
chair at the front of the room that complimented other pink decorations throughout the 
room immediately gave away that pink was her favorite color.  From there the animal 
print borders on the bulletin boards and glittery objects on her desk, like the high heel 
shoe tape dispenser on her desk, caught your eye.  The desks were arranged into sets of 
seven desks to create three different tables with a computer situated on the desk at the end 
of each grouping of desks.  In addition to these tables, one student’s desk was facing the 
back wall, and another student’s desk was facing the side wall near her desk.  Both of 
these students were identified as struggling readers and both had been in EIP with me 
during the current school year.  According to Beth, these two students had behavior 
issues that she felt disrupted other students.  By positioning them away from others, she 
prevented them from engaging with other students.  Near the end of data collection, an 
additional student was separated from the class, due to behavior issues, with his desk 
facing a different wall from the first two students.  This student was not an identified 
struggling reader.  Next, to the student desk at the back of the room was a reading nook 
with bookshelves stocked full of chapter books and a rug for students to lounge on while 
reading.  Off to the left from the reading nook was a kidney table with examples of higher 
level thinking questions written on pink sentence strips and posted on the wall behind it.  
There was also a bookshelf with sets of chapter books that Beth would use with her 
students.  Beth’s desk sat next to the table with cubbies on the other side that had 
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workboards, including social studies texts and activities, situated on top.  The front of the 
room had a white board with various items written on it, including the students’ morning 
warm-up, and a large Promethean board was attached to the wall beside it.  Often, when I 
walked in for observations a “To Do” list was posted on the Promethean board and then a 
social studies or science warm-up would be displayed next. 
As I walked around the room in search of the types of texts that were being used, I 
saw copies of various social studies little readers and the science workbook.  The 
bookshelves in the reading nook were stocked with books, which appeared to include 
mostly fiction texts.  On the shelf where Beth kept her grade level chapter books, I did 
see The Magic School Bus: Amazing Magnetism book that she mentioned in our 
interviews and a book about Martin Luther King, Jr., although he was not one of the 
specific people they discussed in social studies.  When I surveyed Beth’s room and took 
pictures of nonfiction materials, I did not find any texts from the library related to the 
topics they were studying.  The Martin Luther King, Jr. book was the only nonfiction 
book I identified while I was in the room, although there may have been more on the 
bookshelves that the students had to choose from in the reading area.    
Beth’s instructional style and areas of focus. Based on her responses to the 
DeFord’s (1985) Theoretical Orientation to Reading Profile (TORP), Beth aligned with 
the skills-based approach to reading instruction. In fact, Beth mentioned focusing more 
on skills and strategies in her reading instruction this year.  Explicitly teaching skills was 
part of Beth’s routine each week in reading/language arts.  While describing her ideal 
literacy block, she mentioned how she would approach the explicit instruction of skills 
using small groups in the following statement: 
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I would love to have…a little break out group where they got to work on, like, we 
said…a particular skill or umm, a focus of the week, umm…like, figures of 
speech or, you know, just anything like that and…just be able to talk about that, 
work through what that concept means and then be able to have just a stock pile in 
a nice organized little area to go to, like, all these books focus on figurative 
language and then  you could just pull from that, teach it all in…small group. 
(Beth, Initial Interview, 1-31-12) 
Comments about skills came up often in my interviews and debriefs with Beth.  
Beth informed me that third grade had decided to designate two days each week as skill 
days during which they would focus on the particular skill for the week.  Then they 
would use two days to read the chapter book they were in and try to fit the week’s skill 
into that chapter book.  Due to this decision she stated that she was focusing more skills 
this year, as the following remark demonstrates:  
I think even this year more so I’m focusing on a lot more strategies and I guess 
reading skills, like cause and effect, all those little pieces, instead of just, read it, 
comprehend it but context clues, cause and effect, synonyms, antonyms…all 
those little pieces.  I’m trying to play those in more this year, and it’s been a big 
change, I think, because you’re able to tie that into comprehension. (Beth, Initial 
Interview, 1-31-12) 
Beth went on to describe an actual lesson she recently completed with her students that 
revolved around teaching and practicing skills.  The following account illustrates that 
lesson: 
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we have two days where you just read chapter books and incorporate the skills 
that you’re working on that week and then two days of skill days so, like today, I 
just said cause and effect because that’s what we’re working on this week.  So, 
yesterday we read our book and we kind of talked about cause and effect just kind 
of introduced it a little bit and then today we just really focused, we didn’t even 
pull out the chapter books.  We just focused on cause and effect and made… cards 
that matched up with cause and effect and just focused on a particular skill, and 
then tomorrow we’ll be reading the chapter book, again, and kind of grow on 
cause and effect and things like that. (Beth, Initial Interview, 1-31-12) 
Beth told me that in reading and math she would work with a small group of students 
while the rest of the class worked on centers or a Promethean board activity, such as a 
flipchart or game, which focused on the current skill. None of my observations in Beth’s 
room occurred during math or reading, so I did not witness this system in action. 
I asked her during the first interview about her understandings regarding reading 
instruction.  She informed me that her focus was mainly on helping her students 
comprehend text, because she felt that by the time the students reached third grade they 
already knew how to decode.  When asked whether she had encountered students who 
struggled with decoding, she said that “maybe if they come across a word they don’t get I 
say ‘oh sound it out’ and they’ll just sound it out and they’re like oh it was…whatever the 
word was” (Beth, Initial Interview, 1-31-12).  She did not plan for decoding instruction, 
but she addressed it when a teachable moment arose. 
My observations were during Beth’s social studies and science block, so I did not 
see her reading/language arts instruction.  However, she described her reading/language 
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arts instruction as involving small groups organized by reading skill level in which she 
walked her students through the text page by page.  As she had them read through the 
text, she stopped them to reread, to ask them what they thought it had meant, and to 
summarize what had happened in their own words.  This is not how she started out her 
teaching career, though.  She said that she made the mistake in the past of giving her 
students something to read and then expecting them to come back understanding all that 
had occurred in the text.  She discovered that her students, even her more fluent readers, 
did not comprehend what they had read so she changed her practice. She believes that 
walking through the text like this is particularly helpful for her struggling readers.  In her 
opinion, her experiences teaching in the classroom have taught her most of what she 
knows about reading instruction, rather than her reading class in college.  At the same 
time she acknowledged, “I still don’t think…I’m anywhere to my full understanding of 
how to teach reading” (Beth, Initial Interview, 1-31-12).  In an effort to become more 
skilled at teaching reading, she consulted her colleagues, especially the special education 
teacher she team taught social studies and science with and Audrey, one of the other 
participants in this study.  Beth also felt that the more practice she had teaching, the better 
she would become. 
As Beth and I talked about comprehension instruction for fiction texts versus 
nonfiction texts she described nonfiction as overwhelming and as a beast.  She stated the 
following: 
I think fiction text is so much easier to teach (giggle), as well, just because you 
can go in so many different directions…I feel like…maybe I’m just not a fan of 
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nonfiction, apparently when you asked that question I realized (giggle) that I hate 
nonfiction... (Beth, Initial Interview, 1-31-12) 
Later I asked Beth about her experiences with nonfiction texts in elementary, middle, and 
high school.  She could not remember anything from middle school.  However, she was 
able to recall a little about elementary and high school, which she portrayed in the 
following illustration: 
I think even in elementary school it was mainly just in textbooks, not really 
exposure to reading non…or maybe I just didn’t choose to, but I don’t ever 
remember even being pushed to read nonfiction texts that weren’t part of science 
or social studies or something along those lines…I rarely remember ever reading 
a book that sticks out in my mind for nonfiction texts in elementary school.  And 
in high school, again, it was just for textbooks for classes.  (Beth, Follow-up to 
Final Interview, 5-22-12) 
There was one historical fiction book she recalled reading in second grade named Turn 
Homeward Hannalee (Beatty, 1984), but that was the closest text to a nonfiction book 
outside of textbooks that she could remember.  Beth did acknowledge that she probably 
had some sort of exposure to nonfiction text other than textbooks, but nothing stood out 
to her. 
However, she did make the following realization:       
Maybe that’s why I have such a hatred, not a hatred, but I mean I never 
was…exposed to [nonfiction] in a positive way.  My view of nonfiction texts 
probably even comes from elementary when it was just for textbooks purposes 
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and just reading to be able to regurgitate information for a test. (Beth, Follow-up 
to Final Interview, 5-22-12)  
Thus, she acknowledged that her views about nonfiction were likely related to her 
experiences with it while she was in school.   
 Interestingly enough, when Beth described her students’ exposure to nonfiction 
text and how she felt like it affected them, it sounded similar to her own experiences.  
She sounded disappointed as she portrayed her students’ experience with nonfiction in 
the following statement: 
I think that’s how they are viewing a lot of nonfiction because they see what we 
read in social studies and science, and it’s not like these crazy, fun stories where 
[they] get to use their imagination.  And we don’t have time really to go into these 
fun projects, where you could…kind of beef them up a little bit.  I feel like their 
exposure to nonfiction, the bulk of it is in science and social studies, because in 
reading, I mean, of course you have your little nonfiction unit you do, you know, 
but how much of your time are you doing [nonfiction?]” (Beth, Final Interview, 
5-15-12) 
Prior to this statement, Beth mentioned how the vocabulary in nonfiction, particularly 
their social studies and science texts, was difficult for her struggling readers to grasp.  
She believed that the trouble her students had understanding what they read led to their 
lack of interest in reading nonfiction.  Beth also felt like the limited time she had made it 
difficult for her to engage her students in fun projects that would peak her students’ 
interest in nonfiction text. 
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Another comment Beth made when we were discussing her instruction for fiction 
versus nonfiction texts was that it was not common for her students to check out 
nonfiction books from the media center.  She attributed the fact that her students checked 
out few nonfiction texts to the possibility that nonfiction was difficult for the students to 
read for pleasure.  Then she admitted that maybe she should work on finding nonfiction 
books that were “fun” for her classroom.  In our final interview, Beth mentioned her 
desire to have a “…cheat sheet, like fun, exciting nonfiction books and some projects to 
do with it” (Beth, Final Interview, 5-15-12).  Then she said she did not know how she 
would make the time to actually implement this in her classroom but she hoped she 
would figure out how to make it work in the future. 
Beth’s students. Beth’s students seemed to work well with one another and to 
follow her directions most of the time.  There were a few students, however, who 
required much of her attention and needed redirection often.  All three of these students’ 
seats were separated from the rest of the students by the end of the semester, and Beth 
would often walk near them in an effort to avoid behavior issues.  Beth identified four 
students as struggling readers, including Quentin, Trent, Phil, and Celia.  Table 5 
provides information on each of these students.   
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Table 5 
Beth’s Struggling Readers 
Student EIP Services Attendance Seating Other 
Information 
Quentin 3rd grade- both 
semesters 
present 
entire school 
year 
isolated seat 
facing back 
wall of 
classroom 
 
Trent 3rd grade- first 
semester 
present 
entire school 
year 
isolated seat 
facing side 
wall of 
classroom by 
Beth’s desk 
performed well in 
EIP small group 
but struggled in 
Beth’s classroom 
Phil  2nd grade-both 
semesters 
present 
entire school 
year 
sat in one of 
the table 
groupings 
Beth’s concern for 
him surfaced later 
in the year when 
there was no room 
left to add him to 
EIP 
Celia None present 
entire school 
year 
sat in one of 
the table 
groupings 
identified by Beth 
to me halfway 
through data 
collection 
 
When I observed in Beth’s room, all of these students were included in the lessons.  They 
were given opportunities to read, respond to questions, and ask questions.  She was also 
careful to keep the three boys separated from each other, because she hoped to help them 
avoid the temptation to get into trouble with one another and wanted them to pay 
attention to the lesson. 
Samantha 
Samantha was raised in a small town and attended public schools with basically 
the same people from elementary through high school.  She noted that her high school 
was larger than her elementary and middle schools since there were fewer in her county, 
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but that most of the children she went to middle school with also attended high school 
with her.  Since she grew up in small town she noted that everyone seemed to know 
everyone else and everything about them, and even her teachers knew most of the people 
in her family since they had gone to school together.  She said that there were drawbacks 
to such a closeness, but also appreciated the familiarity that the people in her town had 
with one another. 
 When I asked Samantha about her experiences with nonfiction text in 
elementary, middle, and high school she was able to recall quite a few.  She described 
them in the following account: 
I think in elementary school that most of my experiences with nonfiction text 
were similar to some of the things that, in the sense of history, a lot of it was 
involving science and social studies, and that’s where a lot of it came from 
initially.  I think I also got quite a bit at the latter part of elementary school 
because elementary school for me was up to sixth grade.  I was in what was 
considered the TAG program here.  I was in a program similar to that and we did 
a lot of research based things.  So…that became…my experience with nonfiction, 
because we did a lot of things that were research projects, like I remember we did 
one on Quakers and the Pennsylvania Dutch, you know, things of that nature... 
(Samantha, Final Interview, 5-21-12)    
Samantha’s reference to the TAG program meant that she was in a gifted program that 
was similar to the Talented and Gifted (TAG) program in our school.  She contrasted her 
experiences with nonfiction in early elementary school with the latter years when the 
focus was more on conducting research in her gifted class.  I gathered from Samantha’s 
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comment that her initial experiences with nonfiction revolved around textbooks, but I 
wondered what types of materials she used for her research.  As a result, I asked her 
about the materials she used in conducting the research, and she reported the following: 
We would use a lot of…encyclopedias, lots of nonfiction texts, and…we actually 
had some articles, I think, I remember…her pulling up articles that we could read 
and things of that nature, that she would share with the class.  So that’s where we 
got a lot…and then there was some…information that we got from video, as well.  
(Samantha, Final Interview, 5-21-12) 
When Samantha stated that she remembered “her” pulling up articles she was referring to 
her teacher.  Hence, Samantha used a variety of nonfiction materials when she worked on 
the research projects in her gifted class. 
 Samantha continued to tell me about her experiences with nonfiction in school by 
talking about middle and high school in the following statement:  
In…probably middle school and high school the experiences with nonfiction texts 
would be…throughout the curriculum…not only just in your science and social 
studies class but also in your language arts or your language classes…like Spanish 
or whatever. …We would discuss writers, authors and their style of writing…their 
inspirations for writing, and even doing…book reports and biographies on just 
those writers or doing studies, novel studies, on their writing…so I guess we 
would do that in the writing and then…I remember in Spanish classes, when we 
were just trying to acquire some of the language also just learning more about the 
Spanish culture…and we always think about Mexico but also thinking of Spanish 
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in the sense of Spain.  So we learned about the culture, as well as learning about 
the language. (Samantha, Final Interview, 5-21-12) 
I inquired about the types of nonfiction materials she used for these activities, and she 
informed me that they used mainly books and encyclopedias.  Overall, Samantha felt like 
her teachers did a relatively good job instructing her in the area of nonfiction. 
Samantha’s first career was not in teaching.  Samantha earned her undergraduate 
degree in psychology and then a master’s degree in counseling and therapy.  After 
working in the counseling field, she decided to return to school to earn a teaching 
certificate.  Samantha received her teaching certificate through an alternative certification 
program in early childhood education.  Most of her teaching career, which includes 10 
years, has been spent teaching third grade.  However, she taught fifth grade the year 
before last and was going to do the same this year, until our principal moved her back to 
third due to a change in our anticipated number of students. 
Samantha’s classroom. Samantha’s classroom is a busy place that is full of 
desks, tables, students, and various items strewn throughout the room on tables and 
countertops.  The students’ desks were arranged into two long tables, and one student’s 
desk was against the wall at the front of the room.  The rectangular table to the right of 
the door was a space for the students to engage in writing activities during their 
workboards, and the computers were located on another table a little further into the 
room.  The reading nook was in the far corner from the door with books and newspapers 
housed in unmarked bins on the shelves and a rug in front of the bookshelves.  Another 
bookshelf displayed various magazines and books.  A large cage sat on the rug with the 
class guinea pig resting inside.  On the other side of the reading nook was Samantha’s 
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cluttered desk and a kidney shaped table covered in various papers.  Hanging on the front 
wall was the Promethean board, which Samantha used often during her lessons.  There 
was a counter full of items from books to papers along the next wall next to the door, and 
in front of it was another rectangular table.  In some of my observations, Samantha 
worked with a small group of students at this table. 
As I surveyed the room in search of the types of nonfiction text, I found several 
pieces throughout Samantha’s room (see Figure 1).  Some of the texts were housed in her 
classroom library, such as books, magazines, and laminated pages of the newspaper on 
various topics.  Other books were checked out from the media center, which I recognized 
by the sticker posted on the spine.  Most of these books were on the American heroes 
they studied in social studies.  In addition to these, I saw a few different social studies 
little readers and the science workbook that were provided for the grade level by the 
county.  Since I did not observe the students working with these additional nonfiction 
resources during their social studies and science units, I asked Samantha about her 
students’ interaction with the materials at other times during the day.  She informed me 
that the students chose to read them during SIR time and that the media specialist also 
suggested nonfiction texts to her higher students.   
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Figure 1. Nonfiction texts in Samantha’s classroom related to the social studies 
curriculum. 
 
 
Samantha’s instructional style and areas of focus. Samantha’s responses on the 
DeFord’s (1985) TORP survey demonstrated that she related most closely with the skills-
based approach to reading instruction.  With respect to skill instruction, she followed the 
third grade schedule: two days a week were devoted to teaching a specific skill and three 
days she worked with small groups of students.  In our first interview, she discussed how 
she was attempting to develop literature circles with the two groups of students who were 
not struggling during the three days that she worked with small groups.  However, with 
her smaller, more supported group she stated, “[W]e really work on skill things with the 
text that’s something that’s an easier read so that we can really focus on specific skills 
that they’re having trouble…gaining” (Samantha, Initial Interview, 2-2-12).  Thus, the 
focus for her more supported group was more skills-based, which aligned well with what 
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her survey revealed about her.  She explained that the other two higher ability groups still 
worked on skills, such as looking for a cause and effect in their reading, but noted that it 
was not as defined as it was with her more supported group.  During the two days of 
explicit skills instruction, Samantha claimed that she focused on making sure her students 
really understood the skill and how to apply it within the context of reading passages. 
Samantha asserted that children needed a strong foundation of sight word and 
phonics knowledge to help them become proficient readers more easily.  Since she had 
spent more time with third and fifth graders than younger students, these were not areas 
in which she felt like she needed to attend to with them.  In this way Samantha was 
similar to Beth, who also did not believe she needed to teach decoding strategies.  Instead 
she felt like most of the students in her classroom already had a firm grasp on sight words 
and phonics knowledge.  She summed up her general feelings about reading instruction in 
the following statement: 
I think that reading instruction varies from student to student.  I think that there 
are some things that certain students really need and others don’t need as much to 
gain comprehension.  Because I think the focus of reading instruction should be 
gaining comprehension. (Samantha, Initial Interview, 2-2-12)  
Samantha contended that modeling was a key strategy for teachers to use when 
instructing students in reading.  She mentioned both modeling how to read and how to 
use strategies to figure out difficult text.  During a couple of my observations, I had the 
opportunity to watch her model both to her students. 
 Samantha credited her teacher training, being a parent, experiences working with 
students, and professional development as helping her gain the knowledge she had about 
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reading instruction.  However, she viewed her teaching experiences as the most beneficial 
among these for helping her develop her understandings. 
 In describing her ideal literacy block, Samantha claimed that it would include the 
integration of social studies, science, and math into her reading instruction.  She 
mentioned that a lack of materials made this difficult to accomplish, because she had 
difficulty finding texts that were on differing levels for her students and that still covered 
the same topics.  Samantha also expressed that her ideal literacy block would include the 
following:  
My ideal block would be that we would have at least an hour and half to two 
hours to really devote to reading and then be able to transition that into writing for 
probably another hour.  And that seems like a long time but I think it gives you an 
opportunity to really allow students to dive into a text, to work on a project, to 
really, sit and do different types of things, like literature circles with them so you 
can really help them learn how to discuss a book and then really see those 
discussions come alive, because I think that’s one of the hardest things in working 
with students in…literature circles is that they don’t have enough time to really be 
able to read the text and then to start to maybe form opinions and write about 
them and then to be able to share those so, cause it will take a long time to get 
through one book to do all those things so I think having…a couple of hours to 
really devote to the reading and then letting that flow into your writing and what 
you’re writing about connected to your text would be a wonderful. (Samantha, 
Initial Interview, 2-2-12) 
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It seemed that Samantha valued having students work in literature circles, but felt that the 
amount of time she currently had for her literacy block was a hindrance to fully 
developing them in the way she would like.  While she said she would start with 
literature circles based on their homogenous skill levels, she would like to base them on 
interests once the struggling readers had become more proficient. 
 When we discussed her beliefs about the differences between comprehension 
instruction for fiction versus nonfiction text, Samantha related fiction to storytelling.  She 
described fiction to her students as being about telling a story and knowing what 
happened at the end of the story and why it was important to tell the story.  Specifically, 
she mentioned focusing on determining the problem and solution, understanding the 
characters, and knowing how those characters fit within the story.  In contrast, she 
described expository text, which is how she referred to nonfiction, as more defined in the 
sense of it giving specific information in various forms, including graphs, charts, pictures, 
and text.  She also tried to help her students understand that expository texts included 
opinions in addition to facts and that they needed to decipher between the two to gain 
factual knowledge.  In describing how she taught her students about nonfiction text she 
stated the following:  
I think that to try to look at the whole picture in the sense of whenever you’re 
reading expository text pay attention to everything that it’s offering you…not just 
the words but the pictures, captions, graphs, diagrams, because all of that is a part 
of giving you an understanding of whatever it is you’re reading. (Samantha, Initial 
Interview, 2-2-12)   
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She went on to explain the various elements that she had her students focus on when 
working with expository text, such as determining the main idea and the most important 
supporting details by using the text and graphic features that it included.  Then in our 
final interview I asked Samantha about the nonfiction reading comprehension instruction 
she had provided her students during the year, and she responded with the following 
account: 
We did for nonfiction comprehension…everything from looking at…lessons on 
text features and looking at nonfiction texts and the different types of text 
features…that enable you to read…the text and better understand it…whether it is 
everything from graphs to table of contents to subtitles…captions, those types of 
things.  And then we did…not just…text features but then also…in our reading 
block, looking at nonfiction texts and then looking at texts that were nonfiction 
but also fiction,…like The Magic School Bus, where there’s a fiction component 
in the sense of the characters but the information that they’re actually delivering is 
factual.  So we looked at text in that way, as well.  (Samantha, Final Interview, 5-
21-12) 
Thus, Samantha taught her students about the different types of nonfiction text features 
and also utilized nonfiction texts in her reading block.  After she mentioned The Magic 
School Bus books we discussed how we had trouble trying to pinpoint what genre they 
belonged because of the mixture of fact and fiction.  Current research literature refers to 
these types of texts as dual-purpose texts (Donovan & Smolkin, 2002) and atypical or 
hybrid information books (Pappas, 2006).   
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Samantha’s students. The students in Samantha’s room were a lively bunch.  
She had more boys than girls in her room, and several of the boys’ behavior provided a 
challenge for her.  While in her classroom, I found myself redirecting this group of boys 
when they were doing something that was dangerous or continuing a behavior that 
Samantha had just spoken to them about.  Only one of these students, though, was one 
Samantha had identified as a struggling reader in her class.  
Overall, she identified five struggling readers in her class, including Kevon, Theo, 
Will, Mark, and Maria.  Table 6 provides information on each of these students. 
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Table 6 
Samantha’s Struggling Readers 
Student EIP Services Attendance Seating Other Information 
Kevon 3rd grade- both 
semesters 
present entire 
school year  
sat in one of 
the table 
groupings 
across from 
Will 
qualified for special 
education services in 
reading/language arts 
only; began receiving 
services in last month 
of school year 
Theo 3rd grade- 
second semester 
entered school 
near the end of 
first semester 
sat in one of 
the table 
groupings on 
the opposite 
end from 
Maria 
qualified for special 
education services 
near end of semester; 
mother refused 
services 
Will 3rd grade- both 
semesters 
withdrew during 
data collection in 
second semester 
sat in one of 
the table 
groupings next 
to Mark 
 
Mark None present entire 
school year 
sat in one of 
the table 
groupings next 
to Will 
 
Maria 2nd grade- both 
semesters 
present entire 
school year 
sat in one of 
the table 
groupings on 
the opposite 
end from Theo 
schedule for ESOL 
and EIP conflicted; 
received ESOL 
services and 
accommodations 
 
All of these identified struggling readers participated in the social studies and science 
lessons that I observed in Samantha’s classroom and the science lab.   
When I asked Samantha what she would do if she could provide her struggling 
readers with extra help one of the things she mentioned pertained explicitly to her current 
struggling readers.  She noted that some of her students needed to improve their phonics 
skills.  Specifically, she stated, “…I would say there are a few of them at the very 
beginning of the year who need[ed] more phonemic awareness activities and more things 
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that help them with their phonics…so that they can get the reading…” (Samantha, 
Second Interview, 4-18-12).  While she felt that this would benefit her struggling readers, 
she revealed during our first interview that she did little phonics instruction in her 
classroom and did not feel comfortable providing that type of instruction since she had 
taught in the upper grades for so long. 
Audrey 
 Audrey grew up in a county located near where this research study took place.  
She attended her neighborhood public schools throughout elementary, middle, and high 
school.  When I asked Audrey about her literacy experiences, she revealed that she 
realized in her undergraduate education courses that she did not remember ever learning 
phonics rules.  She told me that even though she clearly learned the letter sounds and 
rules, she must have learned to read in school during the time when the whole language 
approach was used. 
When I asked Audrey to tell me about her experiences with nonfiction texts from 
elementary through high school, she described her experiences in the following 
statement: 
I’m sure I remember reading nonfiction texts through school, but the books that 
stick out to me, that I remember are all fictional books…I remember 
reading…chapter books in elementary and middle school and then assigned 
readings in high school would’ve, like in literature classes, would’ve been 
fictional books.  I’m sure in science classes there was some reading of nonfiction, 
but I really don’t have any recollection of a specific one.” (Audrey, Final 
Interview, 5-22-12) 
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Although Audrey was unable to remember any particular experiences with nonfiction in 
school, she quickly added that her family read a great deal and that there were numerous 
books at their house.  Then she remembered her grandfather’s reading habits and 
explained them in the following account:  
I can say this.  It doesn’t have to do necessarily with school, though.  My 
grandfather was a very avid reader…I mean his whole life was books.  And…for 
every holiday we would get…10 or 20 different books, and they would always be 
nonfiction books so we always had them at the house. (Audrey, Final Interview, 
5-22-12) 
I probed further to see what she would do with the nonfiction books she received, and she 
said that she would read the books or her mom would read them to her when she was not 
capable of reading the books on her own.  Audrey noted that her grandfather was good 
about finding books that fit their interests.  For example, she informed me that she was 
very interested in chimpanzees when she was in elementary school, and she recalled 
getting books from him about chimpanzees.  
Audrey was my student teacher when I taught first grade during the fall semester 
of 2005, which was a result of the PDS partnership with the neighboring university.  She 
was hired at Central Elementary in January of 2006.  She was an EIP teacher during her 
first semester and moved to third grade the following school year.  She has taught third 
grade since that move, and she was in her sixth year of teaching during this study. 
 After receiving her bachelor’s degree in early childhood education and teaching a 
couple of years, she returned to the same university and earned her master’s in early 
childhood education.  While participating in my study, she was working on her 
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certification to teach talented and gifted students.  She completed this process at the end 
of the spring semester of 2012 near the conclusion of my data collection.   
 Audrey was the grade level chair for third grade and had been for the previous 
year and a half.  She was also chosen as the 2011-2012 Teacher of the Year by her 
colleagues and parents in the school and held the title during this research project.  As 
Teacher of the Year, she took on additional duties, such as serving on a committee with 
the Parent Teacher Association (PTA) board members and attending meetings with the 
new superintendent. 
 Audrey’s classroom. Organization was essential for Audrey, and it was obvious 
when you walked into her classroom.  Everything seemed to have its place, and labels 
were posted throughout the room to show where various items belonged.  Her desks were 
arranged into tables with a computer placed on the desk at the end of each grouping of 
desks.  The class pets, a turtle named Ashley and a fish without a name, sat on the 
counter near the door.  In front of the counter sat a table that often had students’ work in 
progress on it or students sitting at it completing their work.  At the back of the room was 
a large rectangular table with the sizeable notch cut out in the center where Audrey sat to 
work with the students.  Posted on the chalkboard behind the table for the students to see 
was a Bloom’s Taxonomy poster with sentence strips displaying examples of higher 
order thinking questions.  These questions were similar to the ones that were posted in 
Beth’s classroom.  The reading area was located to the left of the table with bookshelves 
that had books in bins with labels, such as chapter books, chapter books/series, and 
fiction.  Newspapers also sat in a labeled bin on the bookshelf.  Dictionaries and 
thesauruses rested on the top shelf of one of the bookshelves.  In addition, there was a rug 
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in front of the bookshelves with a couple of comfortable children’s papasan chairs.  
Audrey’s desk was located in the corner next to the reading area with Mountain 
Language and Mountain Math displayed on the wall that the side of her desk leaned 
against.  The front of the room had a white board hanging on it with different types of 
information written on it and the Promethean board was on the wall next to the white 
board.  Audrey often used the Promethean board during instruction. 
 The social studies and science little readers were located in bins on a bookshelf at 
the back of the room (see Figure 2).  
  
Figure 2. Social studies little readers and leveled science readers in Audrey’s classroom.  
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I did not observe the class using any of the science little readers, but I did see them 
working with the social studies little readers.  There was a book about Martin Luther 
King, Jr., who was not one of the American heroes third grade studied, propped up 
against the white board at the front of the room. I also noted that the social studies center 
included an activity on the three branches of government, which required the students to 
read a nonfiction passage and then complete a matching worksheet.  In addition, I 
observed the students using their science workbook on several occasions.  I do not recall 
seeing the magazines that Audrey mentioned using in science, but there were laminated 
pages of the newspaper on one of the bookshelves full of student reading materials.  
Audrey’s instructional style and areas of focus.  The responses that Audrey 
gave on DeFord’s (1985) TORP exhibited that her approach to reading instruction was 
most closely aligned to the skills-based approach.  In our interviews, the topic of working 
on skills did arise on more than one occasion.  For example, Audrey’s description of her 
ideal literacy block included the following: 
I believe small group with a teacher should be guided reading, maybe using 
novels…and pulling out specific skill work through those novels.  And then when 
children are not with me they could be on…centers working on skills that they 
have already been taught and just practicing those skills or work on centers where 
they’re previewing a skill that we’re going to do in our small group.  And then 
also having a technology piece in there where students can…listen to a story 
online or they can play games that have to do with some of the literacy standards 
we’re working on…a pocketchart center where they were manipulating prefixes 
and suffixes and root words so that they could practice making new words…a 
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listening center where they’re listening to a story and then picking out the 
different story elements. (Audrey, Initial Interview, 1-27-12) 
Consequently, Audrey wanted students to have the opportunities to practice skills in 
various ways, including more isolated skills practice and applying it to the novels they 
read. 
When I asked her about the strategies she utilized in her literacy instruction, she 
mentioned working on skills, again, in addition to the types of questions she focused on 
in literacy instruction.  The following explanation highlights the strategies she focused 
on: 
higher order thinking questions in reading group now rather than just asking them 
who, what…where kind of questions…so I’ve been trying to refer to the 
Marzano…higher order thinking questions and asking them questions where they 
really have to think more and then give us a pretty well thought out answer before 
just answering with a one word answer.  So they may have to analyze what 
they’re reading or give their opinion about something and tell why…also, just 
tying in some of the skills we’ve been working on, for example, we’ve been 
working on prefix and suffix as our reading skills, so I’ll have them go through 
their novel, maybe with a post-it and find words that have prefixes and then have 
them point out the root word and we’ll try to figure out what that word means, if 
they don’t know, by using our reading skills. (Audrey, Initial Interview, 1-27-12) 
While she was not referring to strategies she used in literacy lessons, Audrey talked in 
our second interview about utilizing lessons in her classroom that she had created for her 
gifted endorsement class.  These lessons involved more hands-on, project based activities 
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and were generally built around the social studies and science content.  Audrey admitted 
that she implemented these more often at the beginning of the year rather than the end 
due to the amount of time they had left to cover all of the material.  I did not witness the 
implementation of any of these lessons in my observations. 
During all of my observations of social studies and science in Audrey’s room, she 
worked with the students as a whole group.  This was particularly true in the second 
semester, which she referred to as “crunch time,” when she felt like she did not have 
enough time to work with the students in small groups.  When I asked her about working 
with small groups in social studies and science, she confessed the following: 
maybe in the beginning of the year when we were doing more project-based 
things, you know, I might have some groups working on a bigger thing and pull a 
small group to go over something or work with them a little more closely on their 
project… (Audrey, Second Interview, 3-27-12) 
There was one activity that I observed where the students worked with a partner to write 
up facts about Thurgood Marshall in their “person folder” that contained outlines in 
which they would write information on the various American heroes they studied in 
social studies.  While the students worked on this activity, Audrey monitored their 
progress.  On the other hand, the one reading/language arts lesson I observed was 
conducted in a small group setting in which she met with about 10 students at the table at 
the back of the room.   
 Audrey shared about the nonfiction texts she used for social studies and science in 
the following statement: 
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Mostly …our Harcourt textbook…and then it comes with little readers so we use 
those and then I also try to tie in, like…for our habitat unit I checked out a bunch 
of books from the different parts of [the state].  So books from the library.  I have 
some magazines in my magazine bin that have the, I think they’re 
called…Zoobooks… that have a lot to do with animals and science stuff.  Then I 
just have…books…that I’ve picked up at book fairs or book sales, like books 
about magnets and magnets that the kids can play with or I have some heat books, 
like books about volcanoes, so just different types of books like that. (Audrey, 
Second Interview, 3-27-12) 
I recognized that the materials she discussed here were science materials, so I asked her 
about social studies.  Audrey informed me that she mainly used the textbook and little 
readers provided by the county for social studies.  The textbook was only useful for the 
units they studied on economics and government.  Then they used the little readers for 
their study of various American heroes.  She mentioned that she felt like their materials 
for social studies and science were limited, although she did say that there were several 
useful books in the media center.  During my observations, the only nonfiction texts I 
saw the students using were the science workbook and the social studies little readers.   
 As Audrey talked about the types of nonfiction reading comprehension instruction 
she provided for her struggling readers during the year, she mentioned focusing on the 
vocabulary and teaching her students how to use context clues and other ways to figure 
out the meanings of the words.  Then I witnessed her encouraging her students to figure 
out the answer to a question she asked by determining the meaning of a word using the 
context of the sentence on the page during an observation.  The students were successful 
121 
 
 
 
in figuring out the answer.  Audrey also mentioned focusing on the different parts of 
nonfiction texts, such as headings, subheadings, captions, and diagrams, with her 
students.  She admitted, “I think, maybe in the past I’ve kind of assumed that kids know 
how to read map or know how to figure out the parts of the diagram, but really they 
don’t” (Audrey, Final Interview, 5-22-12).  Consequently, Audrey said she worked more 
on helping her students understand how to use the different parts of nonfiction texts this 
year and felt like this was a successful endeavor. 
 Later, as Audrey and I continued to discuss the types of nonfiction reading 
comprehension instruction she taught her students this year she confided the following: 
I think this has kind of helped me to focus on how to use this better in the room, 
because I think we’ve said before there’s the nonfiction pieces that are provided 
to us, but we feel like we don’t have that much access to other pieces, so this has 
kind of helped me realize that we need to find other sources and bring those in.  
So I think in the future I’ll…look for more pieces and also do some more specific 
strategies at the beginning of the year rather than at the end, like I have now 
where I’m specifically trying to teach those a little bit more. (Audrey, Final 
Interview, 5-22-12) 
When she said “this” at the beginning of her statement, she was referring to her 
participation in the current study.  Audrey maintained that her reasons for not doing more 
focused instruction on the different parts of nonfiction texts was not because she did not 
want to but because she took for granted that the students needed more explicit 
instruction.  Audrey acknowledged that she was more aware of this need and intended to 
address it in the future. 
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 Audrey’s students. Audrey had quite a few students in her class that were in the 
TAG program, so her class was smaller when I observed on the one day a week when 
those students were in their TAG class.  Overall, her class was very talkative but seemed 
to follow directions otherwise.  There were a couple of boys who required redirection on 
a daily basis, but there were rarely any major issues.  She identified three students named 
Yanique, Tad, and Grant as struggling readers.    Table 7 provides more information on 
these students. 
Table 7 
Audrey’s Struggling Readers 
Student EIP Services Attendance Seating Other 
Information 
Yanique 3rd grade- 
both 
semesters 
withdrew during data 
collection in second 
semester 
sat in one of the 
table groupings 
easily distracted 
in regular 
classroom 
Tad 3rd grade- 
both 
semesters 
entered the school 
during first semester, 
prior to data collection 
beginning 
sat in one of the 
table groupings 
next to Grant 
easily distracted 
in regular 
classroom 
Grant 3rd grade- 
both 
semesters 
present entire school 
year 
sat in one of the 
table groupings 
next to Tad 
easily distracted 
in EIP and 
regular 
classroom 
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All of these struggling readers were students in my EIP reading class.  During the course 
of my data collection Yanique withdrew from the school.  Tad enrolled after school 
started during the fall semester, but he was already enrolled before data collection began.  
In the course of our discussion about what Audrey would change for her 
struggling readers to make learning easier for them she talked specifically about the 
struggling readers in her current class in the following statement: 
…I don’t think this is true of all struggling readers, but I feel like the ones in my 
room, the ones who struggle are the ones who tend to not pay attention as much or 
who get distracted or don’t seem as interested maybe so maybe if I could change 
that and have them be more in tune and more focused, I guess, with the lesson 
then maybe they’d get it easier. (Audrey, Second Interview, 3-27-12) 
Thus, she felt that a lack of focus contributed to the difficulties her struggling readers 
experienced and that if they were more focused during lessons they might grasp the 
information more easily.  Yet, she was quick to point out that she did not see this as an 
issue for all struggling readers. 
Conclusion 
 In this chapter, I presented a detailed illustration of the setting of this study, 
Central Elementary school, and its surrounding areas.  I also described each participant’s 
background, classroom structure, instructional style and areas of focus, and students, 
including their struggling readers.  Evidence of the relationships between the participants’ 
backgrounds and their current instructional styles and areas of focus were identified, as 
well.  In the following chapter, I share the findings from my study including the themes 
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that surfaced with examples from interviews, observations, and debriefs that support 
these themes. 
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CHAPTER 5 
FINDINGS 
 In this investigation I explored the beliefs and knowledge that three teachers, 
Beth, Samantha, and Audrey, held about instructing struggling readers in the area of 
nonfiction reading comprehension, as well as how these beliefs and knowledge 
influenced their pedagogical practices in the classroom.  This study also identified how 
these three participants defined struggling readers.  Data collected through the completion 
of DeFord’s (1985) Theoretical Orientation to Reading Profile, interviews, observations, 
and individual and group debriefs were analyzed to ascertain these results.  The findings 
reported here reveal the participants’ stated beliefs and understandings about struggling 
readers and nonfiction reading comprehension instruction and how some of these were 
clearly demonstrated during my observations of their classrooms, while others were not.  
These results likewise show what influences the teachers felt hindered them from doing 
what they believed and knew they should do and how this disconnect made them feel.  
Furthermore, these results address the following research questions investigated in this 
study:  
Guiding Question: 
• How do third grade teachers support struggling readers when navigating 
nonfiction texts?   
Sub Research Questions: 
• What factors influence the methods teachers use to support struggling readers in 
their classroom? 
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• What are these third grade teachers’ beliefs and understandings about struggling 
readers? 
• How do these beliefs influence the third grade teachers’ pedagogical practices 
with struggling readers?  
This study was framed through a social constructivist lens and informed by 
Rosenblatt’s (1994) transactional theory and the sociocognitive interactive model of 
reading (Ruddell & Unrau, 2004).  This chapter is organized around the central themes 
that surfaced in the process of data analysis, along with various components that fit 
within the themes. 
Themes and Data 
After collecting various types of data including DeFord’s (1985) Theoretical 
Orientation to Reading Profile, interviews, observations, individual debriefs, group 
debriefs, documents, and photos, all of the information was compiled into electronic and 
hard copy folders by individual or group, depending on the appropriate classification.  All 
field notes written during observations were later typed up and expanded upon with 
observer comments added to begin the process of analyzing.  Interviews were transcribed 
and observer comments were included during the analysis process, as well.  Each 
individual and group debrief was listened to as additional notes were made to further data 
collection and analysis.  Photos were stored on my computer and external hard drive for 
easy retrieval and review.  All documents were copied and stored with the corresponding 
field notes from the specific observations.  Using the constant comparative method for 
analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), I alternated between data collection and analysis 
throughout the data collection period (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  
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Beginning with open coding, I grouped data with similarities and assigned them initial 
codes based on the exact words in the data or through my own terms (Merriam, 2009).  
Then these initial codes were refined using axial coding based on repeated readings of the 
data (Corbin & Strauss, 2007).  This was completed for each individual participant first 
and then across the three participants in search of shared factors between the participants.  
After an extensive process of coding and refining the collected data, I identified three 
repeating themes in the data: 
1. Accommodations for struggling readers 
2. Pressures to cover it all 
3. Quality and accessibility of materials 
In the following sections, each theme is expanded upon using examples from my 
data collection.  Every effort was made to ensure that participants’ perspectives were 
conveyed in this writing. 
Theme 1: Accommodations for Struggling Readers 
Accommodations came up frequently across the data set, but there was a real 
distinction between what the participants thought struggling readers needed and what 
they offered their struggling readers.  In the remainder of this section I will discuss the 
accommodations the teachers believed their struggling readers needed, along with the 
accommodations the teachers actually provided for their struggling readers.  
Accommodations Struggling Readers Need 
The participants shared several ideas regarding the accommodations they believed 
struggling readers needed.  All three teachers believed struggling readers needed to 
receive social studies and science instruction in small groups or individually.  They each 
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mentioned concerns about their struggling readers learning science and social studies 
vocabulary and what they believed was required to help struggling readers grasp it.  
Samantha and Beth highlighted their beliefs about the need to provide struggling readers 
with appropriately leveled texts, and the two of them asserted that repeated exposure to 
information was a must for struggling readers.  Audrey mentioned honing in on specific 
struggles and providing students with the strategies they needed to overcome these and 
Samantha commented on the necessity of affording struggling readers more time to 
process information. While the teachers mentioned these various accommodations as 
what their struggling readers needed, they did not necessarily provide their students with 
the specified accommodations.  
Small group instruction. Small group instruction was a desired accommodation 
for all three teachers.  When I asked Beth what extra help she would provide for her 
struggling readers if she could, her first response was “…probably more one-on-one help 
I feel like…and being able to really sit and…and break down the things we have to read” 
(Beth, Second Interview, 4-11-12).  She added to this that it would require more time and 
people in order to make it happen.  Beth fervently believed that working with a smaller 
number of students at a time would make it easier for her to accommodate their needs by 
monitoring them more closely and offering them the assistance they might need to 
comprehend the vocabulary, concepts, and content area texts they read.  In Beth’s 
opinion, she could break the information down for her students to make it easier for them 
to understand if she worked with them in small groups.  
Like Beth, Samantha believed small group instruction was beneficial for 
struggling readers.  She described this in the following claim: 
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I think the other thing that would really help them as far as accommodations…is 
if we could have small groups during science and social studies, because you do a 
lot of reading in science and social studies.  I think they need the smaller groups 
just in the sense of being able to obtain the vocabulary and then being able to feel 
comfortable reading the science and social studies… (Samantha, Second 
Interview, 4-18-12) 
Samantha added that she liked the idea of working in small groups with her 
students since it would provide them with more one-on-one or small group attention, 
which would allow her to meet their needs more readily.  Subsequently, she claimed that 
she would work with her students in small groups during social studies and science if she 
had more teachers in the room to help make that possible.  She also indicated that she 
would like to have more assistance to work with her struggling readers in small groups 
during reading due to the large amount of nonfiction they read in there, as well.  When I 
observed Samantha teaching social studies she worked with a small group of struggling 
readers and a few other students that she felt were more productive when they were 
monitored more closely.  Although I observed her working with her struggling readers in 
a small group during social studies, I wondered how often she actually did that since she 
made it sound like it was not a common practice in her interview response.  She did not 
work with any small groups when I observed her teaching science.  Since I did not 
observe her during her reading/language arts block, I cannot speak to her practices during 
that time period.  Consequently, both Samantha and Beth desired to have more one-on-
one time with their struggling readers but felt that required having more help in their 
room to make it possible. 
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Audrey, like Samantha and Beth, believed small group instruction was helpful for 
struggling readers.  She claimed, “If their struggle was with comprehension then I would 
try to do small groups or individualized instruction with them” (Audrey, Initial Interview, 
1-27-12).   Audrey noted small group instruction as an accommodation she would 
provide her struggling readers in social studies and science if she had extra time.  She 
commented that working with small groups of struggling readers during social studies 
and science would allow her to do more activities like the flashcards that the students 
completed to review for tests, which all of the teachers felt benefitted their struggling 
readers, in particular.   
Demands of vocabulary. Moving from structure to content, the teachers were 
quite anxious about the vocabulary demands in social studies and science.  Audrey and 
Samantha made the following points: 
Audrey: I think on that, too, just being really explicit with teaching them the 
vocabulary. 
Samantha: I was just going to say.  That’s a big thing, too, is the vocabulary, 
particularly for my ESOL students is if they can get…a decent grip on the 
vocabulary that helps. (Group Debrief #1, 2-29-12)   
Samantha continued to share her concerns about vocabulary and her struggling readers in 
social studies and science in the following revelation: 
Samantha: I think my biggest concern is them really being able to gain the 
vocabulary, because that is…their biggest struggle…The vocabulary can be really 
rich in the sense of the number of new words that they are experiencing at one 
time.  And that I think sometimes is their struggle, because there is so much 
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vocabulary and then to figure out when you see all that new vocabulary in a 
question… 
Nicole: having to apply that there 
Samantha: having to apply it, right, because some of the questions aren’t…like 
for…Susan B. Anthony, it may ask what is suffrage and they’ve got that but then 
it may ask…something that encompasses suffrage and something else and then 
they’re trying to figure out how all that vocabulary works together.  And 
sometimes that’s the challenge for them. (Group Debrief #1, 2-29-12) 
Samantha felt strongly that her struggling readers needed strategies or activities, like 
vocabulary webs, to help them fully understand the rich vocabulary.  She also believed 
they needed assistance relating the vocabulary to the context of the content in which the 
vocabulary fit.  
When I asked Audrey what she would do with her struggling readers in social 
studies and science if she had more time, she claimed, “…it seems like they might 
need…more attention to the vocabulary so maybe being able to do more like flashcard 
type things with them or using some…magazines to locate pictures of things that we’re 
learning about” (Audrey, Second Interview, 3-27-12). 
Samantha replied in the following manner when I asked her what she planned to 
do to address the apprehensions she held about her struggling readers and the vocabulary: 
Samantha: Like you said, one you have to be very explicit with the vocabulary 
when you teach it.  And you really have to teach…as we usually do, you’ve got to 
teach the vocabulary at the beginning so that they can really gain meaning from 
what they’re learning as far as the science and social studies is concerned…If 
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they’re not doing well, then you have to go back and try to reteach some of those 
concepts.  The thing is, though, with the vocabulary, it’s difficult… I can say it in 
a different way, but they still…have to understand specific words…specific 
vocabulary because if they don’t that’s what they’re going to see on the [state 
test].  I mean, that’s the language of the standard and that’s how they’re going to 
see it.  So you’ve really got to take and be explicit with the vocabulary that you’re 
teaching them. (Group Debrief #1, 2-29-12) 
Thus, Samantha agreed with Audrey’s earlier statement about the importance of 
explicitly teaching the vocabulary in social studies and science.  At the same time, she 
acknowledged that there were certain words that the students simply had to learn since 
they part of the language of the standards they were required to follow and would appear 
on the state test near the end of the school year. 
 Vocabulary remained a significant area of concern for the teachers throughout the 
data collection process.  Samantha and Beth both noted that the vocabulary in the heat 
unit, which included several similar words like conductor and conduction, was more 
difficult for their struggling readers and ESOL students than it was for their other 
students.  I followed up by asking them if they thought there was something they could 
do to address their worries related to the vocabulary.   
At this point the conversation moved from discussing strategies they might use to 
how the teachers believed they should assess their students on the vocabulary in order to 
gain a better understanding of which students really grasped the vocabulary.  In 
particular, the teachers viewed the current design of the vocabulary assessment as a 
hindrance to the struggling readers.  
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Samantha: …one of the things I thought about was that perhaps they don’t need to 
have [their assessment] as a matching [activity].  I don’t know if multiple choice 
would make it better, though. 
Audrey: I think the matching, the test that we did from the book 
Samantha: from the Harcourt 
Audrey: had a big matching section.  It was like 9 or 10 questions, and it was very 
confusing, especially for the strugglers. 
Samantha: And like I said, I think that for them [speaker emphasized] they need 
something else…I don’t know if multiple choice would be better for them, but 
perhaps to form it in a question and then them have multiple choice where they 
only have [a few to answer]. 
Audrey: Some of the questions on the test 
Samantha: Two to three 
Audrey: were multiple choice and had a picture with it and they seemed to do 
much better 
Beth: mm-hmm 
Audrey: on those questions 
Samantha: But very much so the matching, I think, and the thing is because it’s 
matching and it’s nine or ten 
Audrey: mm-hmm 
Samantha: that’s what really just gets them 
Beth: And I think on top of that some of the words sounds so similar…they’re 
trying to say conduction but they put the conductor there… 
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Audrey: mm-hmm 
Samantha: Right  (Group Debrief #2, 3-27-12) 
In this discussion the teachers identified the format of the vocabulary assessment as a 
contributing factor to the difficulties their struggling readers faced.  Samantha and 
Audrey expressed the problem they had with the fact that the students had to complete a 
matching section that had nine or ten questions on it.  Samantha suggested that fewer 
choices, such as two or three, would be more manageable for struggling readers and 
thought that multiple choice might be a better format than matching.  However, she 
admitted that she did not know whether that was the best way to present it to the students.  
Beth also noted that the similarity of the words made it easy for the students to mix-up 
their answers on the test.  The idea of administering a different test did come up as the 
conversation continued.  Audrey claimed that since the county did not provide them with 
a test, the third grade team would have to meet to create a new test.  In order to create the 
new test, all of the teachers would have to agree on the test questions.  From the tone of 
Audrey’s voice, she did not sound like she thought that was a good option.  I asked if it 
might be an option to create a new test in that manner in the future, and Audrey 
reluctantly said that it would.  Samantha suggested that even if they only changed the 
matching part of the current test and still used the other questions from the book, she 
thought that would help. 
Leveled texts. One accommodation that Beth and Samantha believed struggling 
readers needed was to work with appropriately leveled texts in order to fully comprehend 
the information communicated in texts.  For example, Samantha claimed that her ideal 
literacy block would include having social studies and science texts that covered the same 
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topics but that were leveled to fit the needs of her struggling readers and other students.  
Beth talked about her belief that struggling readers required exposure to the information 
in simpler terms and smaller chunks in the following exchange: 
Beth: But our books are kind of hard so that’s why I feel like if…the middle to 
lower people are not getting the information they need from that book, I’m like 
how can I at least give them a foundation so when I go and talk about it later they 
have some clarification, like “Oh yeah, that other book she read kind of made that 
a little easier for me to understand.” 
Nicole: So if you can find those…ones that put it in simpler language for them. 
Beth: Yeah, because I think that’s the biggest thing.  (Beth, Second Interview, 4-
11-12) 
She believed that the introduction to the material that the students could gather from the 
simpler texts would then give them a base on which to build their understanding of the 
material as it was presented in their textbooks.   
 Repeated exposure. Beth and Audrey viewed repeated exposure to material as a 
valuable accommodation for their struggling readers.  Beth talked about her desire to 
have small groups engaged in different activities that provided them with multiple 
opportunities to practice the same skills or concepts.  The following statement provides 
more details about how that would look: 
In a perfect world, I guess I would have the same time that I do with reading or 
math, when I have my little rotations where I have a small group table, I have 
centers, just based on that, and I have a whiteboard group doing a Promethean 
Board with a flipchart activity. (Beth, Second Interview, 4-11-12) 
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She envisioned students working in small groups, on activities in centers, and on the 
Promethean Board.  Thus, they would have multiple exposures to the content.   
Audrey also believed it was helpful for struggling readers to have information 
repeated to them.  Specifically, she considered it helpful for them to hear it from her more 
than once and then to hear it, again, when they worked with me in EIP.  She stated, “I 
think…extra instruction…having teachers maybe in special ed. or ESOL, as well, who 
are contributing to them…doing better….” (Audrey, Initial Interview, 1-27-12).  Within 
this extra instruction, the struggling readers would necessarily have similar information 
that Audrey had taught her students reiterated to them from another teacher. 
Not only did Audrey think that struggling readers needed explicit instruction on 
strategies, she maintained that they needed reminders to utilize strategies they had been 
taught, even strategies that they were exposed to over a long period of time.  She 
commented that she would like for her struggling readers to “automatically remember to 
use their strategies” (Audrey, Second Interview, 3-27-12).  Audrey also mentioned her 
belief in struggling readers needing reminders to take their time when they were 
completing tests so that they would not rush through and make careless errors. 
An accommodation Samantha strongly felt struggling readers required was extra 
time to fully process the information they were given so that they could understand it.  
One comment Samantha made in response to my question about the changes she would 
like to implement in order to make learning easier for her struggling readers was about 
her feelings regarding the amount of time struggling readers needed to comprehend the 
information they were learning.  She expressed this in the following statement: 
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[W]hen you have kids who do struggle or who need that time to really process it, 
synthesize it…and I think that’s the thing that kills us, is time.  It’s that we’re 
trying to pack so much in so fast, one thing on top of the other, we really don’t 
give them the time to consume it… (Samantha, Second Interview, 4-18-12) 
She went on to say that she believed that the skills were being taught but that what the 
struggling readers needed was more time to practice the skills in order to gain a better 
understanding.  Although she thought it was necessary for her struggling readers to have 
plenty of time to fully process what they were learning, she felt like the limited time she 
had to work with them did not allow for what they needed.   
Individual attention to specific issues. Audrey voiced her beliefs in the 
significance of identifying the specific issues a struggling reader was having and then to 
provide the struggling reader with the necessary strategies to help him/her become more 
successful. She explicated this point in the following manner: 
I think just really honing in on what their struggle is and then finding strategies to 
help them.  So, if they’re really struggling with fluency then I would have them 
practice…fluency pieces in the room with me and we could time them and maybe 
create a graph to help that child see their success as they improved.  I would 
definitely talk to their parents about strategies at home, maybe reading out loud to 
a pet or a stuffed animal or to the parent…work on those skills of underlining or 
highlighting your answers so that they’re not just feeling like they have to guess 
but teaching them strategies where they can go back to the passage and actually 
prove and find their answer instead of just feeling like they have to guess. 
(Audrey, Initial Interview, 1-27-12) 
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This response supported her perspective that struggling readers are not defined in one 
particular way, as in a student who lacks fluency or who has trouble with comprehension.  
Since Audrey believed that struggling readers had different areas of difficulty, she felt 
that it was important to identify exactly what problem the student was having with 
reading and then to focus on strengthening that area by selecting appropriate 
accommodations to suit the needs of the struggling reader.  Depending on the identified 
area of struggle, she would utilize different approaches, but it seemed that she ultimately 
believed struggling readers should be explicitly taught strategies they could use on their 
own.  Strategies that Audrey cited as beneficial for struggling readers were eliminating 
bad answers when given multiple choices and highlighting or circling key words.  
Moreover, Audrey claimed that she would use more graphic organizers with her 
struggling readers to help them find the main idea and details in the texts they were 
reading if she had more time in social studies and science.   
Accommodations Provided for Struggling Readers 
As I observed the participants and had conversations with them during our 
interviews and debriefs, I found that there were several accommodations they provided 
their struggling readers.  Among the accommodations they provided were vocabulary 
activities, strategies for monitoring comprehension, small group instruction, pointing out 
nonfiction text features within texts, and unit test preparation.  Other accommodations 
provided by a couple of the participants were reinforcing information, supplying students 
with simpler texts, engaging in discussions, and tracking print for students.  Audrey and 
Samantha noted their efforts to build their struggling readers’ confidence in order to help 
them become more successful.  Accommodations noted by individual participants 
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included skills instruction specifically for struggling readers, reminding students to utilize 
strategies, and providing accommodations based on what was specified through ESOL or 
in a student’s IEP.   
Vocabulary support. Consistent with their claims about how struggling readers 
needed help to fully understand the vocabulary they encountered in social studies and 
science, the teachers talked about the accommodations they provided their struggling 
readers to assist them in learning the vocabulary.  In particular, Samantha claimed, 
“Usually for social studies and science I think the readers that we have help them out a 
lot, especially in science, because…those leveled readers that are on their level…really 
help them obtain the vocabulary a little bit better” (Samantha, Second Interview, 4-18-
12).  Vocabulary was an area Samantha mentioned worrying about often in our debriefs 
and interviews, so she worked hard to ensure her students were able to understand these 
words.  While her concerns about the students truly grasping the vocabulary were not 
limited to her struggling readers, they were stronger for her struggling readers compared 
to the rest of her students.  Samantha commented: 
I think it helps them if they’ve got the vocabulary…so being able to do 
vocabulary charts and things of that nature to help them really obtain the 
vocabulary is what I think helps the most in science and social studies. 
(Samantha, Second Interview, 4-18-12)   
She also mentioned that she used vocabulary booklets and webs to help her struggling 
readers further their understanding of the vocabulary.  During my observations, I saw her 
covering various vocabulary terms in social studies and science.  However, I did not 
140 
 
 
 
observe the use of the vocabulary charts, booklets, or webs mentioned above.  Much of 
what I observed involved discussion with repetition and examples of vocabulary terms.  
Similar to Samantha, Beth expressed apprehensions about all of her students 
understanding the vocabulary, especially her struggling readers.  To illustrate this point 
Beth shared the example of what they had recently done in class with the word diligence 
in the following explanation:    
[W]e just actually talked about diligence and what exactly that word means.  It’s 
something that’s throughout all the people you have to learn about in [the state] or 
in American heroes.  And so we just talked about…examples of that and really 
kind of focused on…the definition, examples of it, and using it in sentences, and 
doing things like that.  I’ve had people…act out what diligence would mean.  So I 
think just showing them…because they don’t write in a vocab notebook per se, 
but acting it out, talking about it, having discussions about it and the concepts like 
that. (Beth, Initial Interview, 1-31-12)  
Beth also said that her class would make up songs or raps and draw pictures for the 
vocabulary words.  She believed this helped her students, because she would notice them 
humming to themselves during quizzes and tests as they answered the vocabulary 
questions.  When Beth referred to the songs and hand motions that her class did to help 
them remember the vocabulary, Samantha agreed that anything extra like those activities 
helped struggling readers with understanding the vocabulary.  During the fossils unit, 
Beth used this approach with the words cast and mold.  She modeled hand motions 
several times to demonstrate how a cast and a mold were made as she was explaining the 
processes.  Then she had the students model them back to her as she described the 
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process, again.  I saw these same words modeled and discussed in the same way in 
subsequent observations.  I also noticed this approach when Beth had a student volunteer 
stand up to do their sedimentary rock dance.  The volunteer placed her arms on top of 
each other and acted as though they were building up on each other as she said the words, 
“sedimentary rock.”  Beth and the rest of the group joined in on the dance, and then Beth 
asked why they moved their arms that way.  Phil, one of her struggling readers, was 
called on to respond when he raised his hand and said that it was because sedimentary 
rocks have layers.  In addition to these physical approaches to helping students 
understand the vocabulary, Beth indicated that she thought that visuals were helpful to 
her struggling readers.  She specifically stated that she thought the diagrams on fossils in 
their science workbook made the information “click” for them since they were not 
“wordy” and had pictures for them. 
 The challenge associated with the vocabulary in social studies and science was an 
issue that Audrey brought up, as well.  When Audrey revealed the accommodations she 
made for her struggling readers during social studies and science she described the 
following:  
I just try to do a lot of real world experiences for them.  Like for the heat unit 
since the vocabulary is hard…I try to help them think of things that they already 
know.  So when we’re talking about insulators, talking about the potholder that 
they saw their mom use last night or the gas range that they have on their stoves, 
those kind of things.  So giving real word examples, drawing little sketches and 
pictures to help them remember things… (Audrey, Second Interview, 3-27-12) 
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Audrey also mentioned having her students come up with examples to help them 
remember the vocabulary.  She said that several of the words in that particular unit were 
similar, so she wanted to make sure the students did not get them confused.  Audrey 
encouraged her students to think of applicable examples.  To illustrate, while students 
worked on their flashcards for their upcoming test on the heat unit, the questions was 
posed, “A/an ___________ is an object that doesn’t conduct heat well.”  A volunteer 
responded that it was an insulator, and Audrey told the class to write an example, like 
they had done for conductors.  After giving them a minute to think of an example, 
Audrey asked for students to share their examples.  Grant, a struggling reader, was called 
on and said that burners were an example of an insulator.  Audrey asked Grant whether a 
burner would keep heat away from an object.  Grant said that it would not, thought for a 
moment, and then raised his hand, again.  Audrey called on him a second time, and Grant 
said that a spoon with metal and rubber stuff was an insulator.  Then Audrey asked him 
which part of the spoon was the insulator, and he replied that it was the handle.  Audrey 
informed him he was correct and reiterated that the rubber part was the insulator.  Grant 
added that a wooden spoon was an insulator before they moved on to the next question.  
Also, during this same observation, Audrey suggested, “If pictures help you, you may 
want to draw a picture by conduction to help you remember.”  Right after making this 
remark, she noticed that Tad, a struggling reader, was drawing a picture next to 
conduction.  Audrey told Tad that she was glad to see that he was taking advantage of 
that opportunity. 
 Monitoring comprehension. Another accommodation teachers provided their 
struggling readers was supplying them with strategies to monitor their comprehension.  In 
143 
 
 
 
some cases, this entailed offering line by line support while reading texts.  Audrey 
revealed a couple of examples in which she encouraged her struggling readers to monitor 
their comprehension.  As we talked about the strategies Audrey wanted her struggling 
readers to grasp, she described the following account from the current school year:  
I’ll talk about a student I have now who is struggling with comprehension…I 
work with them….it’s either 2 or 3 kids at the table…we’ll read just a few 
sentences at a time and  stop and I’ll ask them to summarize what they’ve read.  
So we’re…going to work on the skill of summarizing and if there’s a student who 
doesn’t know what they’ve read then we’ll go back and reread.  And I want to 
teach them that…you shouldn’t read a whole book or a whole passage or a page 
without knowing what you’ve just read…I’ll teach them to go back and reread so 
that they can monitor their own comprehension.  That’s one skill I want them to 
get.  And then I also want to work with them on what I’ve been talking about 
about going back and being able to prove your answer or find your answer 
because if they get through their reading and they don’t know how to answer the 
question I want to equip them with the skills to find it.  (Audrey, Initial Interview, 
1-27-12) 
In this example, Audrey discussed working with this particular struggling reader to help 
him/her learn to monitor his/her comprehension while reading and to be able to justify 
his/her answers to questions he/she is asked about the text.  In one observation, students 
were asked to identify main idea while choral reading a short nonfiction piece about 
fossils.  Once the main idea was identified, Audrey required students to underline a detail 
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in the passage to support the main idea.  One of her struggling readers, Tad, responded 
and she had him show her where he got his response in the passage. 
The idea of guiding struggling readers to monitor their comprehension came up, 
again, when Audrey communicated the following:  
I guess with my strugglers one strategy that I liked for them was to have them 
read a sentence and then stop.  And I would have them ask themselves if they 
understood it and a lot of them didn’t.   They were able to read the words and they 
could read it fluently and they could…get through it, but when they would stop 
they wouldn’t be able to tell me what they read.  So then we’d go back 
and…reread it or we’d look for a picture to help us kind of connect to it.  So I 
think that was a strategy that did help them, and as they progressed I would have 
them read maybe two or three sentences and then stop and tell me what those 
sentences were about.  And I found that to be more helpful than them reading an 
entire piece and getting to the end and…they had no clue what they read. 
(Audrey, Final Interview, 5-22-12) 
In this description, Audrey discussed breaking the text down into individual sentences 
with her struggling readers and requiring them to check their comprehension after reading 
that one sentence.  Then as they improved she would have them read a few sentences at a 
time before checking their comprehension.  Thus, Audrey was guiding them to monitor 
their comprehension while they were reading nonfiction text and teaching them 
strategies, such as using pictures, to help them figure out something if they did not 
understand it. 
145 
 
 
 
 Similar to Audrey, Beth urged her students to monitor their comprehension.  Beth 
stated the following with respect to the accommodations she provided her struggling 
readers:  
So I think stopping, re-explaining stuff, have them re-explain it to me.  Just keep 
everything going.  I mean, I might ask 500 questions over one paragraph, but they 
got it.  I have them explain it.  I have them turn to a friend and explain it.  Listen 
to your friend explain it, just so they’re hearing it in multiple different ways. 
(Beth, Second Interview, 4-11-12) 
She also felt the need to make her struggling readers stop as they were reading to explain 
the information to the students and to have them practice explaining it to her and others in 
their own words.   Thus, she was forcing them to monitor their comprehension. 
 I observed Samantha working with her struggling readers to guide them in 
monitoring their comprehension on a couple of occasions.  For example, while working 
with a small group of struggling readers Samantha began to read out of the little reader as 
the students followed along in their copy.  While she read she stopped periodically to 
review vocabulary words, such as diligence, and how they related to César Chávez.  
Samantha would also stop occasionally to explain what she had read or to ask the 
students questions to monitor their comprehension, and she required them to explain their 
answers to the group.  During an observation of another lesson in which Samantha 
worked with the same small group of struggling readers, she noticed that Theo was 
copying an entire paragraph straight out of the little reader onto his graphic organizer.  
She had him stop copying and told him to read the paragraph first and then tell her what 
he found.  After Theo had a little time to read Samantha asked him what he had found, 
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and he told her that he had found 1965.  When she asked him what happened he began to 
read straight out of the book, so she stopped him and told him to tell her in his own 
words.   
Small group instruction, sometimes. All three participants asserted that they 
believed that struggling readers needed small group, if not individualized, instruction 
when working with nonfiction text, but this was not the arrangement I observed in most 
of my observations.  Beth referred to her groups as “small” when the class was split 
between her and the special education teacher she team taught with for social studies and 
science.  In comparison to the entire class, it was certainly smaller, but she still had at 
least ten students working with her in this group.  Beth felt that this was particularly 
beneficial to her struggling readers and commented, “That helps me, I know, just having 
the 10 or 12 people …They all get a chance to read, and you kind of ask comprehension 
questions” (Beth, Second Interview, 4-11-12).  She believed this was helpful, because it 
allowed the students more opportunities to read and answer questions.  Working with a 
smaller group was useful to her since she could monitor their progress more closely.  I 
observed this on several occasions when I was in her room.  While the groups were not 
small by my definition, which aligns with the historical definition of six students or less, 
they were still smaller than if she had to work with the entire class at one time.  When I 
observed Beth working with the smaller group, I noticed that she typically had at least 
one struggling reader sitting next to her.  Others were usually separated out in the group 
so that they were sharing a text, if necessary, with a student that was not identified as a 
struggling reader.  This was not only done to pair them up with a more able student, but 
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to separate any potential behavior issues since she expressed having behavior concerns 
with three of her four identified struggling readers. 
Samantha worked with a small group of students, including four struggling 
readers and two other students, during my last three observations in her room.  I asked 
Samantha why the extra two students were included, and she said they were students who 
had a difficult time completing their work when working on their own.  She felt that they 
were more productive when they were monitored more closely.  Once Samantha got the 
rest of the class situated, she joined the small group of students at the table and told them 
they were going to work with partners and read together.  Each student was given a 
graphic organizer on César Chávez that came from the Brain Pop® website, and each pair 
of students was given one of the social studies little readers on César Chávez to share.  
Although Samantha started out providing the students at her table more support through 
reading to them, she had them continue reading with their partners about halfway through 
the lesson.  Samantha monitored the students as they were reading and would interject 
when the students struggled with the words by encouraging them to sound them out and 
telling them the words if they were unable to figure them out.  She periodically had them 
stop and think about whether what they had just read was important enough to add to 
their graphic organizer.  Then at the end of the lesson Samantha made sure that all of the 
students at the table had included the information they needed on their graphic organizers 
before dismissing them to their seats. 
Interestingly enough the other six observations I conducted in Samantha’s room 
were during science lessons, and she did not facilitate small group instruction.  Students 
did work in groups of either two or four to complete their science experiments, and 
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Samantha moved from group to group to help them conduct the experiments.  Students 
who were not conducting the experiments were expected to work on an investigation log 
until it was their turn to complete the experiment.   When the students worked on the 
investigation logs, they were either working on their own or might seek help from the 
students seated around them.   
Audrey worked with a small group of struggling readers, along with other 
students, during my first observation that occurred during her reading/language arts 
block.  This was consistent with our discussions in which she talked about working with 
small groups of students during reading/language arts.  The rest of the observations I 
conducted in Audrey’s room were during social studies and science, and she worked with 
the class as a whole group in all of these instances.  This also aligned with our 
discussions in which she admitted not working with small groups of students in social 
studies and science, particularly during the second semester of the school year. 
Identifying non-fiction text features. During several of my observations, the 
teachers regularly mentioned various nonfiction text features to their students.  Often 
when the participants talked about these text features they were not speaking directly to 
their struggling readers but to the entire group.  They would often point out the 
highlighted and bold words in the textbook or trade book and remind the students that 
they were supposed to stop and look them up in the glossary.  They would also read or 
have the students read captions in their books or discuss information that was presented 
in maps and charts or graphs.  While I observed Beth bring these nonfiction text features 
to the attention of more than simply her struggling readers, there was an instance when 
she specifically pointed them out to a struggling reader.  In this example, she asked 
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Quentin to read the captions by the pictures on two pages as they were reading about 
Lyndon B. Johnson.  Also, when the students were acting as the teacher during my last 
observation, I noticed that Trent ended his lesson by saying, “And the caption is, ‘Many 
public places were segregated in the 1920’s, including the theater in Oxford, 
Pennsylvania, where Marshall went to college’” (Beth, Observation #9, 4-26-12).  Since 
Trent made it a point to read the caption and referred to it as such, it led me to believe 
that he had been exposed to term often in Beth’s classroom, as well as what to do when 
he saw one in a nonfiction text.  
Test preparation. The measures the participants took to help their struggling 
readers prepare for their social studies and science unit tests also surfaced as an 
accommodation.  Prior to every unit test in social studies and science, the students would 
complete flashcards and study guides.  These were activities that I observed in all three of 
their classrooms at some point.  Audrey, Beth, and Samantha all cited the flashcards and 
study guides as an activity that they believed really helped their struggling readers.  
While not word for word or in the same order as the test questions, the flashcards and 
study guides mimicked what was on the actual test.  Beth described them as containing a 
“watered-down” version of the language on the test that included the key parts to help the 
students remember the information.  The reason why the third grade teachers had chosen 
to create these aids for the students was because of the high number of students who 
failed the social studies and science tests at the beginning of the year.  The teachers 
attributed the wording of the test, rather than the actual content, as a reason why students 
failed.  As a result, the teachers decided that the only way to give the students a chance to 
do well was to expose them to the language and structure of test items prior to the 
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administration of the unit tests.  Beth and Audrey demonstrated their thoughts about the 
benefits of the flashcards and study guides in the following exchange: 
 Beth: The flashcards and study guides 
Audrey: mm-hmm 
Beth: for them to take home that’s worded like the test.  Because, I think that’s 
half the battle with our assessments…especially for social studies is they’re so 
wordy and the language they use can be a little confusing.  So…we’re kind of 
basically…giving them almost the exact questions so that they’re able to be 
familiar with it so when they see it on a test they’re not like …I don’t know what 
would be an example… (Group Debrief #1, 2-29-12) 
Later, Beth was able to recall an example from a previous test.  One of the questions 
asked what slavery was and there were two answer choices that confused the students.  
One choice was that it was when someone works for someone else, and the other was 
when someone is owned by someone else.  Beth said that she explained to her students 
that when you work for someone you usually get paid, but the students argued that it did 
not say whether or not the person got paid.  When Beth mentioned this example, Audrey 
and Samantha remembered having the same issue with the question.  They all 
acknowledged that they understood why it confused so many of the students.   
The flashcards were several pages stapled together with a table that consisted of 
two columns.  There was a question or fill-in-the-blank statement on the left side and a 
space for the students to write in their responses on the right side (see Figure 3).   
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Figure 3. Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR) flashcards.   
 
The reason they were called flashcards was that the idea was for students to take them 
home, cut them out, and use them as flashcards to study for the test.  The study guides 
were simply worksheets where the students would fill in answers to questions.   
 While all of Beth’s students would complete the flashcards, she claimed, “I think 
the flashcards…help everyone, my struggling readers and my advanced readers.  I think 
that’s one of thing that really benefits, though, the struggling readers” (Beth, Second 
Interview, 4-11-12).  She went on to say that she felt like they were so beneficial, because 
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they broke down the information the students were required to learn into smaller bits and 
pieces.  She explicated her feelings in the following statement: 
That is probably the biggest thing, because…it’s almost like seeing the watered-
down version.  You see…what is friction?  They get to write one blurb about 
friction, not three pages about friction and all of the electrical molecules.  It loses 
them.  So there’s…friction- two things rubbing together making heat.  It’s able to 
make it so black and white for them. (Beth, Second Interview, 4-11-12) 
When she used the term “watered-down,” she meant simpler terms, which I verified with 
her in the process of our interview.   
In addition to flashcards helping struggling readers prepare for the unit tests, all 
three teachers viewed them as one of the activities that supported their struggling readers 
with learning the social studies and science vocabulary.  Audrey and Beth encouraged 
their students to draw pictures to help them remember vocabulary words.  Audrey also 
tried to apply the vocabulary to real-life examples to help her struggling readers make 
connections.  Samantha talked about using vocabulary webs with her struggling readers 
to help them gain a better understanding of the vocabulary and tried to focus on using the 
vocabulary in context.   
Discussions.  On a few occasions I observed the participants engaging in 
discussions with their students, including struggling readers, when they had trouble 
figuring out the answer to a question.  While Samantha was working with her small group 
of struggling readers in social studies she asked them to tell something important they 
had learned about César Chávez’s early life from watching the Brain Pop® video the day 
before as a class.  This question began a discussion, which was followed by Samantha 
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repeating what the students needed to write in their graphic organizer and giving them 
time to write it.  At least one question I noted her asking was a higher-order thinking 
question, which was the following: “How do you think it made the workers feel to do all 
that work and not get paid?”  She allowed several students to respond before continuing 
to read.  Samantha also engaged in a conversation specifically with Mark to help him 
figure out what date was important and why it was significant.   
Previously I mentioned how while working with a small group of students 
Samantha requested that Theo put the information he had just read in his own words.  It 
was clear after he had a minute or so to think about it that he could not put the 
information in his own words.  Samantha suggested that they talk about it.  They began 
discussing what had happened that year and then she opened up the discussion to the rest 
of the group by saying, “Theo says ’65 was an important year, and he’s right.  Does 
anyone already have that one and know why it’s important?”  One of the students at the 
table shared his/her response, and Samantha repeated for the whole group to hear that 
there was a strike against grape farmers that year.  As she wrapped the lesson up, 
Samantha told Theo that he should add that answer to his graphic organizer. 
Review of material. Reinforcing the information that was covered in social 
studies and science was an accommodation for struggling readers noted by Beth and 
Audrey.  For example, Beth indicated the following: 
I think you saw where I constantly feel like I am reinforcing other things 
throughout the lesson.  It will say something that she used wood to build a house, 
and I’m like, ‘What kind of resource is wood?’  Like constantly keeping stuff 
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fresh in all their minds, especially in the struggling readers… (Beth, Second 
Interview, 4-11-12) 
In this statement, Beth revealed how important she felt it was to reinforce what they had 
already learned by making connections between that information and what they were 
currently learning.   
When talking about what strategies she had used that were useful for her 
struggling readers Beth asserted, “I guess just hammering stuff home over and over, 
again.  That’s been…probably one of the best strategies I use” (Beth, Second Interview, 
4-11-12).  She would often start social studies and science with two warm-up questions 
that were about material that was covered earlier in the year (see Figure 4).  Beth would 
set a timer for a minute or less and give the students the opportunity to type in their 
answer using their Activotes, which she referred to as “eggs.”  The Activotes were 
handheld devices shaped like eggs that allowed the students to respond to the question by 
pushing a button with the letter of their answer choice on it.  Once their time to answer 
was up, Beth would display a graph showing the responses that the students had 
collectively given; it would not show each individual person’s actual response.   
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Figure 4. Beth’s Warm-Up on the Promethean Board.  
 
Another example of Beth reinforcing material the students had already learned that I 
observed was the sedimentary rock dance that I shared previously.  That dance came 
from their rocks and minerals unit that the students studied during the first semester, but 
Beth brought it up during their fossils unit to connect the two and show how fossils could 
be found in sedimentary rock.  I also observed Beth periodically stopping while she was 
reading or stopping the students from reading to either explain to them or to have them 
explain to her or someone else what was just read.  Thus, she would have them repeatedly 
discussing the information to help them solidify their understanding.   
 Similar to Beth, Audrey discussed repeating information for her struggling 
readers as another accommodation she provided for her struggling readers.  Audrey noted 
the following: 
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I know you’ve said you’ve heard kids say, “Oh, we learned that in [Audrey’s] 
room.”  Or they come to my room and say, “Hey, we just talked about that in Ms. 
Maxwell’s room.”  So, I think that confirming that repetition is good for them… I 
guess just confirming that repetition is okay and it does help the strugglers. 
(Audrey, Second Interview, 3-27-12) 
Audrey believed her struggling readers were able to make connections between what they 
had learned in her class and their EIP class demonstrated that repetition was helpful for 
these students and that this should continue. 
Less complex text. An additional accommodation that surfaced in my discussions 
with my participants was the actual use of simpler texts with their struggling readers.  For 
instance, Beth talked about her feelings regarding the social studies and science textbooks 
that were provided for the students by describing them as “kind of hard” (Beth, Second 
Interview, 4-11-12).  She noted that her first concern was to make sure that her struggling 
readers understood what they needed to about social studies and science, so when her 
advanced students mentioned wanting to learn more she would encourage them to take it 
upon themselves to conduct their own research.  In an effort to ensure that her struggling 
readers understood the material, she would search for texts that used simpler language to 
explain the concepts or people they were studying at the time.  She hoped that by doing 
this her students would think, “Oh yeah, that other book she read kind of made that a 
little easier for me to understand” (Beth, Second Interview, 4-11-12).  Beth continued to 
use the textbooks provided by the county but hoped the additional texts she utilized with 
the students would provide them with a foundation on which to build on when working 
with the more difficult textbook. 
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Samantha shared that she used simpler texts with her struggling readers to help 
them focus on the skills they had difficulty grasping.  Like Beth, she expressed her belief 
in the value of using easier texts for struggling readers in social studies and science, but 
she referred to true leveled texts.  For example, Samantha claimed, “The readers in 
science are actually leveled, so there’s three levels that teach the exact same concept with 
vocabulary, particularly it’s teaching the vocabulary for that unit so I use those” 
(Samantha, Second Interview, 4-18-12).  Samantha also told me about books that she 
checked out from the media center when they were doing the pollution unit in science.  
There were three different books on differing levels that discussed pollution topics, and 
she used the lowest level book with her struggling readers.  While Audrey mentioned on 
more than one occasion that she felt that her students needed books that were on their 
level, this was not specifically applied to her struggling readers.  She did say that she 
used the readers in science, but I did not see these being used in my observations or hear 
much about them, in general.  
Both Samantha and Beth talked about using simpler texts with their struggling 
readers in reading/language arts.  Beth described how she chose the books for her reading 
groups, which were based on the students’ skill levels.  She stated, “I start off with a real 
basic chapter book for some of my lower readers…just to gain confidence…” (Beth, 
Initial Interview, 1-31-12).  As the students became more proficient she would increase 
the difficulty of the text they read. 
Creating confidence. Confidence building came up when talking with Audrey 
about the “great strides” she had witnessed her struggling readers making over the years.  
Specifically, she asserted, “…just being able to teach them the strategies they need to, to 
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build their confidence.  I think…once their confidence is built up a little bit…I feel like 
they usually make some improvements” (Audrey, Initial Interview, 1-27-12).  Audrey 
noted that part of what led to the increase in confidence that she saw in her struggling 
readers was the additional instruction they received from other teachers. 
Samantha also commented on the extra help her struggling readers received.  
Some of Samantha’s struggling readers were offered extra help when they went to my 
EIP class for 50 minutes every day during their reading/language arts block.  She 
explained, “I think that helps them to be able to go where they feel like that they’re on 
level with other people” (Samantha, Second Interview, 4-18-12).  She liked that it 
provided an opportunity for them not to stand out since they were with peers that were on 
the same academic level as them.  Students spending this time with their peers who were 
on a similar level to them was an opportunity for them to build up more confidence in 
their abilities. 
Audrey expanded on her thoughts regarding struggling readers enhancing their 
confidence in the following statement:  
I definitely want to make a point with my kids if they are struggling or even if 
they’re not that reading is so important and I never want a child to feel like they 
can’t read or they’re not a good reader or they’re not a fast reader so I try not to 
put a lot of pressure on them and we always try to celebrate their success when 
they are doing good things in reading. (Audrey, Initial Interview, 1-27-12) 
Audrey, like Samantha, felt that it was important for all students to view themselves as 
successful, and she made an effort to highlight their accomplishments rather than any 
struggles they might experience.  She talked about having struggling readers create 
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graphs so they could track their progress and see their progress.  Audrey believed that as 
struggling readers’ confidence increased it could result in improve reading abilities.  
Additionally, she communicated her desire for no child to feel as though he/she was not a 
capable reader and how that discouraged her from putting too much pressure on her 
students.  In several of the observations that I conducted in Audrey’s classroom, I noted 
her encouraging her struggling readers when they needed it and praising them when they 
did well.  She also seemed to provide her struggling readers with as many opportunities 
to participate in class as the rest of her students.   
Tracking the print. An additional accommodation I saw Beth and Samantha 
make for their struggling readers was tracking the print on the page for them.  For 
example, Beth stood next to Quentin’s desk and tracked the lines on the page as he read a 
paragraph out loud.  She did not track every word, but she placed her finger by each line 
as he read.  While I often heard her remind all of her students to track the print as they 
were reading or following along, I do not recall seeing her put her own finger on the page 
to help other students stay on track.  To ensure Quentin understood what he just read, 
Beth restated the information from the paragraph.  During the same lesson in which 
Samantha engaged her small group in a discussion about the important events in César 
Chávez’s life, I noted her tracking the print for Kevon and Theo part of the time when 
they were having trouble focusing. 
Skills instruction.  An accommodation Samantha revealed that she provided to 
her struggling readers was a focus on skills instruction.  When I asked Samantha about 
the strategies she used in her literacy instruction, she expressed her feelings that 
struggling readers needed more skills work than her more able readers.  In her discussion 
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about providing her struggling readers with their needed skills instruction she asserted, 
“[W]e really work on skill things with the text that’s something that’s an easier read so 
that we can really focus on specific skills that they’re having trouble…gaining” 
(Samantha, Initial Interview, 2-2-12).  Thus, she would use simpler texts previously 
discussed for literacy instruction with her struggling readers, because she thought they 
made it easier for them to hone in on the skills they needed.   
 Reminders.  Consistent with Audrey’s belief that struggling readers needed 
reminders to slow down on tests, she revealed that she would normally remind her 
struggling readers before starting a test that they needed to take their time as they read it.  
Audrey talked about reminding her struggling readers to use strategies, such as 
highlighting or circling key words, each time they worked with reading passages, too.   
Mandated accommodations.  Some of the accommodations that struggling 
readers received were a result of requirements set forth by the English as a Second 
Language (ESOL) department.  Samantha noted this is the following statement:  
The other thing is that most of the struggling readers…have, one of the 
accommodations, particularly for ESOL students, is that they get test questions 
read to them, not the little passages but test questions are read to them and 
answers. (Samantha, Second Interview, 4-18-12) 
Requirements outlined in a child’s Individualized Educational Plan (IEP) also affected 
the accommodations struggling readers received.  During my last three observations in 
Samantha’s classroom, I saw how these conditions played out in her classroom.  For 
example, when students were taking a social studies test on Thurgood Marshall, 
Samantha read the questions and answer choices to Maria, Theo, and Kevon at a side 
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table while the rest of the students sat at their individual seats.  If one of the three 
students asked her to repeat a question or answer choices, then she would do that for 
him/her.  Samantha informed me that the reason she was reading the test was that it was 
part of Maria’s ESOL accommodations and Kevon’s recently written IEP.  At this point, 
Theo had not qualified for special education services.  However, Samantha included him 
in the group, because she thought it would benefit him due to his significant academic 
struggles.  Mark, Samantha’s other identified struggling reader, was not and had not been 
at the table with her taking the test.  
 Through this study I uncovered many accommodations that the teachers believed 
their struggling readers needed and wished they could provide more of for these students.  
At the same time, the teachers offered numerous accommodations to meet the needs of 
their struggling readers. 
Theme 2: Pressures to Cover it All 
The amount of social studies and science material that all three participants had to 
cover prior to administering the state standardized test and the frustration it caused was a 
topic that came up often in interviews and debriefs.  The results of this stress was also 
obvious in my observations, because I witnessed the use of strategies they planned to 
employ to make it through the material and the fast pace at which the teachers moved 
through the units.  In the next two sections, I will expound on the specific pressures that 
surfaced: time constraints and focus on testing. 
Time Constraints 
As I mentioned in chapter three, the time period that was designated for social 
studies and science in the third grade classroom lasted 50 minutes.  The teachers 
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alternated between teaching science and social studies throughout the year.  Typically, 
when they completed a social studies unit, they would do a science unit next and then 
continue to switch back and forth between the subjects as units were completed.  In 
comparison to the amount of time that was allotted for reading/language arts instruction, 
social studies and science were allotted about a third of the amount of time.  This is 
consistent with what research has shown (Boyle-Baise, et al., 2008; McMurrer, 2008).  
The Center on Education Policy gathered survey data from 349 school districts across the 
U. S. to examine the impact of NCLB on the amount of time allotted for various subjects 
in elementary schools (McMurrer, 2008).  In comparison to the time allocated for social 
studies and science prior to the enactment of NCLB, results revealed that “…more than 
half (53%) of these districts cut instructional time by at least 75 minutes per week in 
social studies, and…science” (p. 23).  Additional time was instead provided for English 
language arts and math instruction. 
 About a month before the administration of the state test Audrey, Beth, and 
Samantha talked about the fact that they had four weeks left to teach multiple American 
heroes in social studies and two science units.  As Audrey stated, “We have to be done a 
month before the end of the year because of the state test.”  Beth added, “Because they’ll 
be tested on those concepts and curriculum.”  I asked them how many American heroes 
they studied throughout the year, and they informed me there were nine.  Samantha 
quickly pointed out that they also had to teach two “lofty” social studies units on 
government and economics.  In addition, they had to cover six units in science.  About 
two-thirds of the way through the semester, the participants mentioned that they had three 
more American heroes and a science unit to cover before the students took the state test.  
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It was clear from all of their reactions and the tone of their voices that the prospect of 
covering all of the material was overwhelming to them.  Audrey noted how rushed the 
teachers felt:  
[I]n the summer we paced out our units so that it fits perfectly, and school goes 
until May 18th but the state test is a little bit before, you know, a month before that 
and so we feel like we have to have our units finished, which already eats up a 
month of your school time, if not more.  Then…as you’re working through the 
units if you feel like your class isn’t ready for a test or isn’t getting it in the time 
you allotted…most of the time you don’t want to move on until they’re ready so 
that pushes your schedule back.  Then as things come up in the school year- 
picture day…plays, whatever is going on it just kind of keeps pushing things back 
and then you get to this point and you feel pretty stuck. (Audrey, Second 
Interview, 3-27-12) 
Thus, despite the teachers on the grade level collaboratively pacing out their social 
studies and science units in the summer before the school year started, it was still a 
struggle to cover all of the content that was required. 
 The time constraints that the teachers faced while trying to cover all of the 
required social studies and science material resulted in the expression of several different 
ideas by the teachers.  For instance, they admitted rushing through the information to fit it 
all in and noted the effects this cramming had on the activities they implemented.  They 
discussed the ways in which they integrated social studies and science into other subject 
areas or shared how they would like to integrate the subjects more.  The participants also 
expressed a desire for changes to occur with the curriculum and their practices.  Finally, 
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the teachers admitted their feelings of inadequacy related to the pedagogical practices 
they were using in covering the social studies and science material. 
The disconnect that all three teachers felt between the amount of time they had to 
teach social studies and science and the amount of material they were required to cover 
came up on multiple occasions.  While talking about how the participants felt social 
studies and science was going, the following conversation occurred: 
Audrey: I think it’s going well.  It’s just crammed.  It’s always crammed in third 
grade to get everything before [the state test]. 
Samantha: mm-hmm 
Samantha: Right.  And…because we have so many pull outs of kids during 
reading it’s hard to put it in, I would like to be able to put it more into my reading 
block, but because I have so many pull outs and…I have to teach it to them, it’s 
difficult to actually be able to put it into my reading block. 
Beth: I’m a little surprised about how well mine are doing on the test, to be 
honest, because the way I teach it and the way I feel like we have to teach it, it’s 
like we’re cramming information.  I’m like, “Oh God, I hope they got this really.”  
Then I go back and look at the tests.  Like my Bethune test…I had all A’s and 
maybe two B’s.  And I was like, “Oh!” But then I go back, will remember it next 
week?  I don’t know… (Group Debrief #1, 2-29-12) 
All three participants seemed to agree that they were struggling to fit all of the material in 
before the students had to take the state test.  Beth expressed her surprise at how well her 
students were doing on their unit tests, despite the fact that she was rushing through the 
units, but also wondered whether her students would retain the information they were 
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learning.  In contrast, Beth admitted a month later that her students had not done well on 
the heat unit, because she had rushed through it. 
In an effort to teach all that was required in social studies and science Audrey 
pushed the students through the material rapidly.  She expressed her concerns about 
whether her struggling readers were able to understand the social studies and science 
information since they were learning it as such a fast pace.  Then I asked Audrey what 
she planned to do to address these concerns.  She informed me that she intended to go 
back over the same content that she was rushing through before the state test once the 
students had taken the test.  Audrey’s plan was to expose the students to the most 
important bits of information prior to the state test and then to teach the content in more 
in-depth after the test.  As part of that more in-depth teaching once the state test was 
completed, Audrey anticipated incorporating the social studies and science material into 
her morning warm-ups, as well as their reading/language arts block.  Audrey did not plan 
to administer the unit tests to the students until after they had revisited the material 
following the state test.  After my final observations, which occurred after the students 
had taken the state test, I asked Audrey what had happened in the last two lessons I had 
observed.  She responded, “…same as always, it was get done, get done, get done so that 
we could take our test” (Audrey, Debrief #3, 5-9-12).  At this point, they were reviewing 
the material that was introduced but not tested on prior to the state test, and she still felt 
like she was rushed for time.  Audrey also mentioned that she was not pleased with how 
the lesson went since it was “sit and get” and that she felt like she could not do anything 
more due to the “time crunch.”  Based on my observations and discussions with Audrey, 
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I certainly felt like they were moving very quickly before and after the administration of 
the state test. 
Beth discussed how she was rushing through the material in social studies and 
science.  Simply put, Beth declared, “…[L]ike we always talk about social studies and 
science, we’re cramming as much as we can anyways…I don’t have enough time to get 
all of this in, I don’t have enough time to get the vocabulary in” (Beth, Second Interview, 
4-11-12).  Like Audrey, Beth expressed the concerns she had about her struggling readers 
gaining a firm understanding of the material they covered in social studies and science 
because of how fast they moved through the units and how much information each one 
involved.  This was in addition to the worries she shared with Samantha and Audrey 
about the struggling readers grasping all of the vocabulary because of the large number of 
words.  At one point Beth declared, “…there is so much vocabulary you’re trying to 
focus [on]…” (Beth, Second Interview, 4-11-12) in an exasperated tone.   
Rushing through the social studies and science material affected the activities the 
teachers implemented in the classroom.  Audrey described how her lessons had changed 
between the beginning of the year and the second half of the year when she felt the need 
to hurry in order to get through the material.  The following statement demonstrates this 
shift:  
I feel like for science I try…and I feel like it’s more in the beginning of the year 
when I feel more flexible with the time than right now during the crunch 
time…[to do] hands-on [activities]…  I’m in the gifted endorsement program 
right now so a lot of my lessons have been in science and social studies units and 
so I feel like those are a lot of higher level thinking and hands-on 
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[activities]…Now, I feel like it’s more sit and get…still trying to do some hands-
on to keep them engaged…maybe, you know, playing a game with the Activotes, 
or doing something to keep them still…part of the lesson and engaged, but for the 
most part…like we said, right now if you felt behind at all because our pacing was 
so tight you’re now too far behind to even catch up it feels like.  (Audrey, Second 
Interview, 3-27-12) 
When she said “like we said” near the end of this statement, she was referring to an 
earlier group debrief that I had with all three participants when that same idea surfaced.  
This speaks to the prevalence of the idea that time was a serious concern.  “Sit and get” 
was quite accurate in that much of the time students were either reading out of the science 
workbook or one of the social studies little readers or completing flashcards or a study 
guide to prepare for a test.  I also observed the students using the Activotes to respond in 
review games.  Figure 5 shows an example of one of the review questions that the 
students used the Activotes to respond to while reviewing for their test on fossils.   
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Figure 5. Question in Audrey’s Activotes Fossils Review. 
 
Although Beth did not use the term “sit and get” like Audrey, that was essentially 
what I observed in her classroom.  For example, in my first observation Beth began the 
unit on fossils.  Throughout my observation the students read out of the science 
workbook and did not engage in any experiments.  Afterwards, Beth informed me she 
had no time to conduct experiments and other activities in science with her students.  She 
expressed that they were already a week behind in the material they were supposed to 
cover so they were to the point of teaching it from the book and testing.  Beth also 
indicated that I would likely see the same type of instruction during my next two 
observations.  The tone of her voice as she told me this led me to believe that she was not 
particularly pleased with this fact. 
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As I mentioned previously, I observed few examples of the participants working 
with small groups of struggling readers during social studies and science.  My last three 
observations of Samantha during social studies did include small group instruction with 
struggling readers, and Beth worked with smaller groups, not necessarily composed of 
only struggling readers, when she split her class in half with the special education 
teacher.  However, Audrey did not work with small groups at all during social studies and 
science.  The teachers’ reasoned that they could not provide small group instruction due 
to the time constraints they faced, particularly in the second semester of the school year.  
Audrey communicated this is the following explanation: 
[T]his year I really haven’t done hardly any small group, I don’t think, in science 
and social studies.  Again, maybe in the beginning of the year when we were 
doing more project-based things…I might have some groups working on a bigger 
thing and pull a small group to go over something or work with them a little more 
closely on their project, but, again, with timing it just seems like there’s so much 
information to get to them and this is something that not like reading or math, 
where you’ve got kids on so many different levels, it feels like because so much 
of this information is new it’s easier to do whole group with them for time’s sake. 
(Audrey, Second Interview, 3-27-12) 
Hence, Audrey attributed the lack of time she had to cover all of the material in social 
studies and science as the reason she did not provide small group instruction for her 
struggling readers.   
Beth also talked about enrichment activities that her struggling readers did not 
generally get to complete because of the limited amount of time.  These activities 
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included paper slideshows that involved creating slides on a piece of paper about a 
particular science or social studies topic or person, videotaping the slideshow, and 
uploading it to the computer so anyone in the class could watch it if they had time.  She 
revealed this fact in the following statement: 
Beth: That sounds awful, but…that’s the truth because they don’t have time 
during science and social studies to do it…the whole class doesn’t.  So it’s almost 
like you finish your work or if it’s in a center that’s the only way they’ll do… 
Nicole: Those other extra activities. 
Beth: Yeah, until after [the state test].  (Beth, Second Interview, 4-11-12) 
Although her struggling readers did some of the centers, the ones who went to EIP had 
less time to complete these activities and might not get to them at all since she worked 
with them in a small group. 
Our final group debrief started with me asking them what the participants had 
been doing in social studies and science over the last month.  My question resulted in the 
following conversation: 
Beth: For me we went very quickly through some of the people towards the end to 
squeeze them all in before [the state test] and so I backtracked and went back and 
did the allotted time for each just to make sure they knew all their stuff and tested 
them.  So I just kind of before [the state test] squeezed them in so they knew who 
they were and then afterwards I’ve just been going back.  I think a lot of us have 
been doing this.  
Audrey: mm-hmm 
Samantha: Yeah. 
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Beth: going back over them and actually spending the time on them that we’re 
supposed to with the unit test on each person. 
Audrey: In the last three to four days, I’ve been having them go back through the 
people outline book and filling in 10 facts for each person just to go all the way 
back to review from the beginning of the year. 
Samantha: And I’ve been doing the same…backtracking and going back through 
all of the people, again.  Then in science I had the magnets units to finish…they 
had already done it but then they had testing. Then we had High Touch High Tech 
this week, which also was all about magnets…So they had that, which was a great 
review for them. (Group Debrief #3, 5-17-12) 
Beth, Audrey, and Samantha revealed how they had adhered to their previously 
mentioned plan to rush through the science and social studies material prior to the state 
test and then to go back after the test to revisit the material for the amount of time that 
was originally allotted in their pacing chart.  High Touch High Tech was an in-school 
field trip, where scientists would provide the students with hands-on activities related to a 
science related topic.  In this case, the students were able to engage in hands-on 
experiments about magnets, and Samantha asserted that it was a great review for them.  
Beth and Audrey agreed that it was a good experience and review for the students.  Thus, 
the last month of school was basically a review of what was quickly covered in social 
studies and science right before the administration of the state test. 
The amount of social studies and science material that third grade had to cover 
and the limited amount of time the teachers felt they had to cover it all affected the way 
that the teachers prepared for the unit tests.  Audrey confessed her concern about the way 
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she and the third grade teachers were prepping their students for the unit tests by 
admitting, “I feel like because it’s so squished for time that we’re…giving them the test 
pretty much…we’re giving them the verbiage from the test, and…is that helpful?  Yes, 
for the test it is but in the long run, maybe not” (Audrey, Debrief #3, 5-9-12).  From this 
response and the tone of her voice as she made it, I sensed that she was not comfortable 
with what they were doing.  Yet, all of the third grade teachers were utilizing this 
approach since they had so many students failing the tests at the beginning of the year.   
In an effort to cover the social studies and science material that the teachers were 
obligated to teach the idea of integrating it into other subjects came up on several 
occasions.  To illustrate this point, Beth and Samantha talked about what they did when 
running out of time to teach the material during the social studies and science block:  
Beth: that’s when we throw it into reading to help…I’ll randomly put it in reading 
for whenever I can or put it in a center to keep it fresh and just to go back to it. 
Samantha: Right and that’s what I do…with…some of the projects is just put 
them in a center and then those students who are able to work on the centers…get 
the reinforcement by being able to do it in a center.  For example, my kids have 
been working on making a paper slideshow for Paul Revere.  They can do a paper 
slideshow, or they can do a PowerPoint…that was just a way for me to reinforce it 
because having the time for them to do it, you know, actually during when I was 
teaching Paul Revere because it’s all in one week is really difficult but they 
can…do that project as a part of their centers.  Now the kids who don’t get to do 
the centers don’t necessarily get to do that.  If they come back in the room [with] 
10 or 15 minutes in the reading block they’ll have a chance to…get…exposure to 
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the material, but they really won’t truly make a paper slideshow because they 
don’t have enough time to actually put into it. (Group Debrief #1, 2-29-12) 
Samantha acknowledged that only the students who were able to complete the centers 
were able to get additional reinforcement she felt the centers provided.  She noted that 
many of her students that received extra support (ESOL, EIP, special education) did not 
have the same opportunities to engage in and complete the tasks.  These students would 
likely be those that are identified as struggling.     
Beth spoke about integrating social studies and science into her reading/language 
arts block in an effort to cover all of the social studies and science material on more than 
one occasion.  In particular, she talked about using The Magic School Bus series books, 
like the Amazing Magnetism chapter book, as a reading group book.  Although the Magic 
School Bus series are not nonfiction books, they do include many facts.  At the same 
time, the characters participate in fictional adventures in which they become or go into 
whatever concept is explored in the book.  Thus, these books fit into the dual-purpose 
texts (Donovan & Smolkin, 2002) and atypical or hybrid information books (Pappas, 
2006) mentioned previously.  Beth remarked that she thought The Magic School Bus 
books were a good way to provide a bridge between fiction and nonfiction for her 
students since they provided an entertaining element along with the facts that they 
included.  She used them as a means of integrating the science content into her 
reading/language arts block.  Since Beth viewed nonfiction as an unappealing genre to 
her students, she believed it was important to have that bridge for them. 
As the teachers considered their anxiety over covering the required social studies 
and science material within the allotted time, they admitted a desire for changes to occur.  
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When I asked Beth about what she would do with her struggling readers if she had extra 
time, she talked about her desire to work with them one-on-one so she could break the 
information down for them and expose them to multiple video clips and pieces of 
literature on the topic.  Then she added, “Again, there’s no…  I hate saying that because I 
feel like a broken record, but there’s no time to do all that and that’s awful” (Beth, 
Second Interview, 4-11-12).  It was clear from the tone of her voice that she regretted the 
fact that she did not do those things with her struggling readers and that she truly felt like 
she had no time to attempt it.  Later in that same interview she made the following 
statement:  
Then after [the state test], it’s like, “Okay, guys, let’s go to the science lab every 
day, and let’s do all of these plays and have all the fun stuff.”  But we just don’t 
have time before the [state test].  It’s awful. (Beth, Second Interview, 4-11-12) 
Awful seemed to be the best word she could come up with to describe her feelings about 
how the test shaped her instruction in the classroom.   
In the earlier section about the accommodations that struggling readers need, I 
discussed how Samantha believed that her struggling readers needed plenty of time to 
process the information they were learning so that they could fully comprehend it.  
Though she felt struggling readers needed ample time, she claimed that their schedule 
made this difficult.  The following statement illustrates her thoughts: 
I think that by and large and this is something I can say in general with curriculum 
everything is just packed- boom, boom, boom, boom, boom…and there’s never 
that time, especially when you have kids who do struggle or who need that time to 
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really process it...to really take it in and be able to understand it (Samantha, 
Second Interview, 4-18-12).  
As Samantha continued to talk about her feelings about struggling readers 
needing time to work through the information they were taught to completely understand 
it, she talked about her desire to adjust the social studies and science curriculum.  
Specifically, she stated the following:   
I think that…how much we need to teach…and because the science and social 
studies is so rich in third grade…maybe if they pushed that back to fourth and let 
it be not quite [so much]…That there’s still [some intensity] but not nearly the 
intensity that we have in third grade, that perhaps first, second, and third would 
really be building up…those reading and writing skills. (Samantha, Second 
Interview, 4-18-12) 
Samantha’s concerns that the curriculum was too much for third grade had a lot to do 
with the pressures of time and fitting it all in before the test. 
The fact that Beth felt so overwhelmed by the large amount of material she had to 
cover in such a short amount of time led to feelings of inadequacy.   She even stated, “I 
can’t be a great teacher, it feels like, in social studies and science” (Beth, Second 
Interview, 4-11-12).  This statement came after she talked about having a billion fun 
ideas that she wanted to do but felt like she did not have time to accomplish.  She also 
mentioned that she was not able to spend an entire day in the science lab engaging in 
science experiments, which she thought her students needed, because there was no time.  
When asked what she would do if she could offer her struggling readers extra help in 
social studies and science she concluded, “[W]hen you sit here and get asked these 
176 
 
 
 
questions I think, ‘Good God I wish I could do so much more with science and social 
studies.’  But, in all honesty, you really can’t” (Beth, Second Interview, 4-11-12).  
Essentially, she considered herself trapped between what she would like to do or thought 
she should do and what she felt was feasible given the time she had to cover the required 
material, particularly before the students had to take the state standardized test a month 
before the school year ended.  Audrey also expressed feelings of inadequacy when she 
stated, “So I feel like it’s not the best teaching I could be doing right now, because it’s 
more of just here’s the information, get it, keep going” (Group Debrief #1, 2-29-12). 
Despite all of the reviewing that Audrey, Beth, and Samantha did in the last 
month, they expressed in our last group debrief that they feared that their struggling 
readers would not retain the information they had taught them.  They felt that the large 
amount of content and vocabulary included in social studies and science throughout the 
year made this impossible.  Additionally, Samantha articulated that she did not think the 
struggling readers were able to make connections between the people they studied and 
the time period in which the people they studied lived because of the design of the social 
studies curriculum.  She believed the topics were too disjointed to allow for the students 
to formulate a coherent picture.  Beth and Audrey concurred with Samantha’s opinion.  
From the tone of their voices, it was clear that Audrey, Beth, and Samantha were not 
comfortable with the way social studies and science were going. 
Focus on Testing 
As I mentioned previously, third grade was considered a “gateway” year in which 
the students had to pass the reading portion of the state standardized test in order to 
advance to fourth grade.  At the same time, the students’ scores on the science portion of 
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the test factored into the data used to determine whether the school itself met the 
standards required by the state.  Not to mention, there was pressure from the 
administration to have students perform well in all subject areas of the state test.  As I 
expected, testing pressure was another topic that came up often during my data 
collection. 
Like Beth, Audrey revealed that she was not comfortable with the approach she 
was taking to social studies and science instruction, but she felt like she had no choice 
because of the impending state standardized test.  Audrey expressed her disdain for the 
fact that she was using a “sit and get” approach to her social studies and science lessons 
on more than one occasion.  Several times when I walked into her room to observe, she 
would comment that what I was going to see would not be very exciting or what a good 
teacher would do.  Audrey claimed they were just trying to push through for the test, 
which seemed to mean either the state test or unit test depending on the point in the 
semester in which I was observing.  Her frustration is noted in the following comment: 
We’re so squished for time right now.  I don’t really feel like I have time to do 
anything basically more than a sit and get, unfortunately, at this point.  We have 
six days before [the state test] starts and still have three people in social studies to 
cover and a magnets unit.  Unfortunately, I feel like it’s kind of just like here’s the 
information and move on. (Audrey, Debrief #2, 3-26-12) 
In addition to the fact that Audrey used the “sit and get” approach to her social studies 
and science lessons in order to finish them prior to the state testing, she utilized a whole 
group approach for the same reason.  Thus, timing was not the only reasoning Audrey 
had for conducting her lessons in a whole group format.   
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Beth also talked about hurrying through the units to accomplish them prior to the 
state standardized test.  She mentioned she still had to cover three people and two science 
units with three weeks left before the state test.  Beth informed me that she and Audrey 
had discussed how they might try to squeeze in a little more time to cover the social 
studies and science material before the test.  Audrey said they had decided they would do 
that since testing occurred over a two week period, and the social studies and science 
tests were the last two tests the students would take.  Their plan was to use the afternoon 
when testing was completed for the day to continue to cover the social studies and 
science material.  Even with that extra time, though, Audrey still felt like it was an 
overwhelming amount of information to teach before the students were tested on it.  Beth 
did not seem confident either about effectively teaching the students the information that 
they needed to know in the length of time she had left. 
The large amount of social studies and science material that the participants had 
to cover with their students before the state standardized test was administered created 
tension for the teachers.  Time constraints and a focus on testing were two pressures that 
the participants faced.   The stress caused by these two pressures necessarily affected the 
participants’ pedagogical practices and how they felt about the social studies and science 
instruction they provided.  
Theme 3: Quality and Accessibility of Materials  
During our discussions in interviews and debriefs, the participants and I often 
talked about the materials they used for social studies and science, as well as those they 
wished they could use with their students.  I also paid close attention to the materials I 
saw them using or available in the room when I was conducting my observations.  As a 
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result this last theme aligns well with my questions regarding teachers’ beliefs and 
knowledge about struggling readers and how these understandings and beliefs guide their 
pedagogical practices.  It also relates to my question about the factors that affect the 
methods the teachers use to support to their struggling readers.  
Textbook Reliance 
The majority of the materials I observed the participants using in social studies 
and science were the ones provided by the county.  For example, they used what they 
called social studies little readers, which were trade books on the particular American 
heroes they studied in third grade.  In science, they typically used the science workbooks 
that the students could write in to answer the questions or complete the activities that 
went along with the text they read in it.  The only texts for social studies and science that 
I observed Audrey and Beth using with their students were these county provided texts.  
Samantha, on the other hand, did pull some information from Brain Pop® on César 
Chávez that she used in conjunction with the county provided little reader about him.  
In discussing the types of materials that Beth would use for social studies and 
science, she relied heavily on the textbooks or trade books provided by the county.  These 
were the books that she described before as being “kind of hard” and difficult for her 
struggling readers to understand.  For science, she used the science workbook more, 
because she liked that the students could write in the books and that they included 
reading comprehension activities on most of the pages.  She explained her feelings in the 
following description: 
It’s an easy way, especially for me, to walk around and check for understanding.  
It’ll…maybe say underline the main idea of this paragraph.  So the kids…[will] 
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have to go and underline it.  And so you just can kind of…make sure as you’re 
reading [that you can tell] “Okay, good, they got that this was all about how to 
make friction,” or…whatever it is. (Beth, Second Interview, 4-11-12) 
In social studies she used the textbook provided by the county to cover the units on 
government and economics, which were conducted before this study began.  Then when 
they started talking about the required people from history, she claimed the following:  
We just use the Harcourt little reader books that come with it, the…American 
Hero books.  And it’s basically just a small little book and we have about 6 copies 
that we have to share among our class that just tells slam bam facts about certain 
American heroes. (Beth, Second Interview, 4-11-12) 
These trade books were used often in her classroom.  The students shared books with at 
least one person, and Beth also shared with a student or two when the class was split into 
two groups.  However, on the days when Beth did not split her class into two groups the 
students remained at their seats, which were desks arranged into three tables, and one 
student held up the book for the entire table.  This set-up did not allow all of the students 
at the table to actually see the words on the page.  When it was a certain student’s turn to 
read, he/she held the book and read.  During these times the students whose desks were 
separated from the rest of the class were allowed to move up to the end of one of the 
larger tables.  Occasionally the teachers combined sets, but there still were not enough to 
create a full class set. 
While Beth mainly used the county provided texts in social studies and science, 
she claimed that she fit in some other materials, as mentioned before, if she could find 
something that talked about the same concept or person in simpler terms that she thought 
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might help her struggling readers.  Still, she admitted that she often avoided using outside 
books, because the information they discussed went beyond the social studies and science 
standards required by the state and what was covered on the county’s unit tests.  She 
acknowledged, “That sounds awful because it’s like teaching to the test” (Beth, Member 
Check, 6-26-12).  Again, her reasoning for not using material that went beyond what was 
required was that she struggled just trying to fit in what she was obligated to do and did 
not deem going beyond that as constructive.   
Poor Quality of Materials 
Issues regarding finding high quality, relevant nonfiction materials to use in social 
studies and science emerged in multiple instances.  Several times during my interviews 
with Samantha she talked about using or desiring to have leveled materials in social 
studies and science to help meet the needs of her struggling readers.  For example, when 
Samantha described her ideal literacy block in our initial interview she talked about 
wanting to use science and social studies books on the topics outlined in their curriculum 
as the basis for her literacy instruction so her students could learn “…the same science 
and social studies skills that they need to learn or information but at different reading 
levels so students can still gain that information” (Samantha, Initial Interview, 2-2-12).  
Despite the fact that Samantha felt strongly that leveled materials were beneficial for 
providing struggling readers with the appropriate access to the information they needed to 
learn, she expressed frustration over finding the right materials.  She asserted, “[T]hat’s 
one of the challenges is finding on-level, or even trying to find I should say leveled books 
for…three different levels of reading that will touch whatever subject area in science and 
social studies” (Samantha, Second Interview, 4-18-12).  Samantha did mention that she 
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found leveled books in our media center that she used during their science unit on 
pollution.  She identified one example in saying, “One is Where Does the Garbage Go?  
It’s a 2nd to 3rd grade level so I have my lower level group read that” (Samantha, Second 
Interview, 4-18-12).  Samantha also cited two other books on pollution that she used with 
her on-level and advanced readers, since they were more appropriate for the students’ 
reading levels.  Based on what she said about the leveled science readers provided by the 
county and the lower level book on pollution she checked out from the media center, it 
seemed that she was able to get the leveled materials for science more easily than she 
could for social studies.   
Beth also communicated the trouble she had finding nonfiction materials to use 
with her students in social studies and science.  Specifically, she asserted, “[I]t’s a little 
overwhelming, I think, for teachers to find good nonfiction pieces that hold kids’ 
interests” (Beth, Second Interview, 4-11-12).  Right after she made this statement, she 
thought of a series of books that one of the gifted teachers at our school had used while 
modeling lessons in her class.  She had trouble recalling the exact name of the series but 
described them to me in the following account: 
What would it be like if you were dot, dot, dot and then it has like, What would it 
be like if you were on the Titanic?  What would it be like if you lived in Egypt?  
And…they’re a whole little series of books and my kids like those, but it’s hard, 
again, that doesn’t cover all of the stuff I need.  That’s…how I try to introduce the 
nonfiction…saying nonfiction can be fun.  It has little cartoons that go along with 
it and things like that just to kind of perk it up a little. (Beth, Second Interview, 4-
11-12) 
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As it turned out, there was a series of nonfiction books that she felt were interesting to her 
students, but she was disappointed that all of the topics they covered in social studies and 
science were not included in the books.  None of these were involved in the lessons that I 
watched during my observations.  Consequently, Samantha and Beth voiced their 
frustration with finding applicable social studies and science materials outside of the 
county provided resources, but they also acknowledged that they had found some that 
were useful to them. 
Conclusion 
In this study, all three participants’ scores on DeFord’s (1985) Theoretical 
Orientation to Reading Profile revealed that they related most closely with the skills 
based approach to reading instruction.  Through our interviews and debriefs I found that 
the participants did focus on skills often, particularly with their struggling readers, and 
that they had even designated two days a week as days to concentrate specifically on 
various skills.  Like epistemology, the sociocognitive interactive model of reading 
(Ruddell & Unrau, 2004) asserts that teachers’ beliefs and knowledge affect their 
instructional purposes and influences their organization and implementation of 
instruction.  This was evident in the current study as the teachers discussed their concerns 
about struggling readers fully understanding the social studies and science  vocabulary 
and the measures they took, including creating songs, hand motions, and having students 
draw pictures, to help their students comprehend the meanings of the words.  When the 
teachers found that their students were not comprehending the vocabulary they would 
make modifications to assist students in learning the definitions of the words.  However, 
this study also showed how various influences made it difficult for the participants to act 
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on their understandings and beliefs regarding working with struggling readers while 
focusing on nonfiction reading comprehension.  
One of the goals I had for this study was to understand how my participants 
defined struggling readers and what led to the development of their definitions.  What I 
found was that none of the teachers had one particular aspect of reading they used to 
define a struggling reader.  They all related it in some way to a lack of mastery for their 
particular grade level, whether it was in comprehension or fluency.  Looking at their 
definitions through a social constructivist lens, I expected to find that the interactions 
they had with others would influence the definitions they developed.  As I anticipated, all 
three participants referenced at least one student they currently or previously had as they 
explained their definitions of struggling readers.   
In the following chapter, I discuss how the findings in this study relate to current 
literature and make suggestions for future research.  I also discuss the implications of this 
study for pre-service and in-service teachers, teacher educators, and those in charge of 
providing professional development to in-service teachers. 
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CHAPTER 6 
DISCUSSION 
 The purpose of this investigation was to examine third grade teachers’ knowledge 
and beliefs regarding working with struggling readers and nonfiction text.  An additional 
purpose was to analyze the pedagogical practices these teachers employed in their 
classrooms while working with struggling readers and nonfiction text.  This study was 
guided by the following research questions: (1) How do third grade teachers support 
struggling readers when navigating nonfiction texts? (2) What are these third grade 
teachers’ beliefs and understandings about struggling readers? (3) How do these beliefs 
influence the third grade teachers’ pedagogical practices with struggling readers? (4) 
What factors influence teachers’ instructional decisions when supporting struggling 
readers in their classroom?  Several theories informed my research as I conducted this 
study, including epistemology, social constructivism, transactional theory, and the 
sociocognitive interactive model of reading.  Epistemology was important because of the 
focus on teachers’ knowledge and beliefs regarding struggling readers and nonfiction 
texts.  Social constructivism factored in as I analyzed how the teachers defined struggling 
readers, where their definitions originated, and how these translated into their 
pedagogical practices in the classroom.  The transactional theory and sociocognitive 
interactive model of reading related to my own view of reading development in children 
and my belief that learning is a social activity.  Findings in this study revealed: (1) links 
and disconnects between the accommodations the teachers believed struggling readers 
should have and the actual accommodations they provided for the struggling readers; (2) 
pressures, including a lack of time and focus on testing, strongly affected the teachers’ 
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practices; (3) quality and accessibility of materials was an issue.  The understandings and 
beliefs of these teachers, as well as how these related to the teachers’ pedagogical 
practices, have implications for teacher preparation programs, pre-service and in-service 
teachers, and people in charge of professional development.   
In the following sections, I consider how these findings relate to current literature 
and the theories that created the lens through which this study was conducted.  
Specifically, I make claims about pressures teachers experience, exposure to nonfiction 
text, the need for explicit comprehension instruction, the relationship between teachers’ 
experiences and their pedagogical practices, and the value of reflection and evaluation.  
Then I make suggestions regarding the implications of these findings and recommend 
future research with respect to working with struggling readers and nonfiction text.      
Claims 
Pressures Teachers Experience Related to Time Constraints and Testing 
 In the present era of accountability that is marked by mandates from NCLB, 
teachers face pressures that affect the instruction they offer students.   One of the 
pressures that surfaced with all of my participants was a lack of time to teach all of the 
required content in social studies and science.  Similar to the research that discusses the 
decrease in time allotted for social studies and science, among other subjects, in exchange 
for increased time for reading/language arts and math (Boyle-Baise et al., 2008; 
McMurrer, 2008), the participants in this study were faced with the same reality.  
Countless times each of my participants would mention feeling overwhelmed about 
fitting in everything they needed to teach before the state standardized test that the 
students took a month before the end of the school year.  Due to the limited time the 
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teachers felt they had to cover the required material, they typically worked with their 
students as a whole group since it was easier to work with the students in this format than 
differentiating instruction for small groups.  Limited time also caused the teachers to rush 
through their lessons.  Based on the information I gathered from the participants it 
seemed that all three of them felt they were moving too rapidly to do the social studies 
and science content justice and were concerned about their students comprehending what 
they were teaching.  Beth admitted that she had not used additional materials to 
supplement the county provided resources this year, which was partly related to the 
limited time she felt that she had for social studies and science.  She also reasoned that 
she was more worried about her students grasping the key concepts that they would be 
tested on, rather than the extra information that a supplementary resource would likely 
present.  Thus, the teachers in this study were comparable to the ones in Triplett’s (2007) 
who hurried through the required material and placed a greater emphasis on test 
preparation than offering additional support to struggling readers.   
 Along with the pressure the teachers felt related to the time they had to cover all 
of the material, they experienced tension from the need to prepare their students for the 
state standardized test at the end of the year.  Due to this overwhelming pressure, the 
teachers offered minimal support to their struggling readers when they took the end of the 
unit tests in social studies and science during the school year.  Here, again, the emphasis 
on standardized testing discouraged the teachers’ use of sound teaching practices, as was 
the case in other studies (Afflerbach, 2004; Triplett, 2007; Valencia & Buly, 2004).  
Since the students were required to read the entire state standardized test on their own, 
the teachers believed they were helping the students prepare by making all of their 
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students read the unit tests throughout the school year on their own.  However, students 
who were required to receive accommodations, such as having portions of the test read to 
them, because of ESOL or a special education IEP received those accommodations.  One 
student in Samantha’s class was an exception to the rule, because she felt strongly that he 
needed to have the test read to him in order to accurately determine whether he had 
learned the content.  When I discussed the decision the teachers had made to allow all of 
their students to take the tests independently, it seemed as though they were not 
completely comfortable with the idea but that they thought it truly was the best way to 
prepare the students to take the test independently. 
Exposure to Nonfiction Text 
 In examining the availability and use of nonfiction texts throughout the course of 
this investigation, it became clear that there was a limited variety of nonfiction texts that 
were accessible and used in the participants’ classrooms.  Beth admitted that she did not 
use nonfiction materials very often, other than the textbooks or social studies little readers 
provided by the county, and I did not see any others available when I observed in her 
room.  Audrey claimed that she had other nonfiction materials in her classroom in 
addition to the ones supplied by the county, such as Zoobooks magazines, books she 
checked out from the media center to accompany their social studies and science units, 
and other books she had purchased on her own.  When observing in her classroom I saw 
about 10 nonfiction texts that were not ones furnished by the county, but only two of 
them were in a location that was easily accessible to her students.  Samantha, on the other 
hand, had quite a few more nonfiction texts than Audrey that were accessible in her 
room, including books that were checked out from the media center and those that were 
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housed in her classroom library.  While I only witnessed Samantha’s students working 
with nonfiction materials outside of the county provided resources one time, she 
informed me that her students would choose to read them when they were engaged in 
their SIR time.  In comparison to the amount of fiction texts that I found in my 
participants’ rooms, there was a significant discrepancy in availability of nonfiction texts.  
This is certainly a grave concern.  Nonfiction texts should be an essential component of 
students’ literate lives (Duke, 2000; Duke & Tower, 2004).  Yet the likelihood of this 
occurring is slim if students are not given the opportunity to work with these types of 
texts. 
 The lack of accessible nonfiction texts within the classroom is a problem, 
particularly if we expect students to possess the knowledge to work with various types of 
texts.  By not exposing students to diverse and powerful experiences with nonfiction texts 
teachers contribute to the social construction of struggling readers (Alvermann, 2001; 
Triplett, 2007).  Unfortunately, given the lower socio-economic status of many of the 
students in my participants’ classrooms, they are not likely to have much access to them 
outside of school.  This makes it that much more important for teachers to provide them 
with such exposure.  As Maloch and Bomer (forthcoming, March 2013) assert, “The 
paucity of expository texts in elementary classrooms…can lead to students’ lack of 
familiarity of the structural conventions of expository texts and too few opportunities for 
them to investigate reading strategies that are appropriate with these texts.”  While 
Maloch and Bomer are talking specifically about expository texts in this quote, the same 
sentiment applies for any type of nonfiction.  Without exposure and experience students 
will likely struggle to understand the structural conventions of nonfiction texts, thereby 
190 
 
 
 
failing to learn how to use them effectively.  When one considers the extreme importance 
of adults possessing the ability to gather information from nonfiction texts (Duke, 2004; 
Pearson, 2004; Venezky, 2000), the possible negative effects of not having that exposure 
at a young age are underscored even more.  Pearson (2004) declares that “…it is 
competence with expository reading, not narrative reading, that most concerns educators 
and future employers” (p. 222).  Given the large amount of interaction with nonfiction 
texts these students will have when they become adults, I believe that educators need to 
offer the assistance their students need to attain the capability to work successfully with 
all forms of nonfiction text.  
We live in a time of information saturation, which makes it even more important 
that students know how to work with informational text.  Rapp et al. (2007) contend, 
“The demand for literacy in our increasingly information-driven society has placed a 
premium on the effective and immediate application of reading skills in a variety of 
settings” (p. 289).  Thus, teachers must work rigorously to help students achieve the 
needed reading skills so that students can apply them in the appropriate contexts.  As the 
Common Core standards are implemented in this particular research site in the coming 
school year and more widely across the U. S., schools will place a greater emphasis on 
providing instruction to help students understand how to sift through this information.  
Furthermore, our access to text exploded with the advent of the digital revolution.  The 
predominance of nonfiction on the Internet requires that students acquire the tools 
necessary to read and comprehend this information. They also need to know how to 
search for information and to evaluate the sources from which they find the information.  
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Again, teachers must offer their students the education they need to accomplish these 
tasks. 
Among my participants’ reasons for not infusing multiple nonfiction texts into 
their social studies and science blocks was the lack of access they felt they had to quality 
texts.  However, Duke and Tower (2004) assert that there are nonfiction books available 
for young readers and that these readers may even be able to read some of them on their 
own.  They acknowledge that nonfiction materials for young readers are not as common 
as they are for older elementary and above students, but they do exist.  It requires work 
on the teacher’s part to find ones that are appropriate for use with younger students, 
whether the plan is to conduct a read-aloud or have the students read on their own.  As 
Duke and Tower discuss the different types of nonfiction texts, they share multiple 
examples that are appropriate for younger readers.  Additionally, the authors provide a 
list of school-directed nonfiction series that are available for kindergarteners and first-
graders, as well as a list of nonfiction trade books to use with kindergartners or first-
graders during guided or independent reading.  It is important to acknowledge that these 
scholars are referring mainly to students in kindergarten and first grade as young readers, 
but I feel that their thoughts are applicable to the third graders in this study.  I assert that 
if these scholars can identify materials that are available for students in those lower 
grades, then materials that are appropriate for third grade must exist.  While they may 
exist in the marketplace, one must consider whether they are readily available within the 
school or if teachers are required to purchase the items themselves.  If teachers are 
required to spend their own money to obtain the materials, then they may feel less 
inclined to build their nonfiction libraries due to the high expense.  With respect to this 
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study, I searched Central Elementary School’s media center data base to see how many 
nonfiction texts were available and the grade level in which they fit.  My search revealed 
nearly 130 books in the media center related to the social studies and science topics in 
third grade.  Nearly one-half of the books available on these topics were written on a fifth 
grade level or higher, which would likely require the teacher to use them in a read-aloud 
format for the majority of their students.  The number available varied for the different 
social studies and science topics covered in third grade so the teachers had multiple 
choices available in the media center for some of the topics, like Paul Revere, and not 
others, like economics.  Beyond the need to have access to nonfiction materials in their 
classroom from a young age, students also need instruction on how to work with these 
materials.   
Need for Explicit Comprehension Instruction 
Comprehension instruction is an essential component of literacy instruction for 
students, and it is most beneficial when it involves the explicit teaching of comprehension 
strategies.  Some examples of comprehension strategies to explicitly teach are generating 
questions, making predictions, clarifying, summarizing, and focusing on text structures.  
Duke (2004) asserts that explicitly teaching comprehension strategies “…should include 
information about what the strategy is, when it is used, how it is used, and why it is worth 
using” (p. 42).  Interactive discussions between teachers and students, as well as 
modeling and thinking-aloud by teachers, are ways by which to convey this information 
(Duke, 2004; Maloch, 2008).  For example, teachers can model how to look up bold 
words in the glossary and highlight the importance of understanding the meaning of 
vocabulary words in order to comprehend the overall text.  Another important feature of 
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comprehension instruction is for teachers to teach their students how “to evaluate and 
critique nonfiction texts for accuracy, representation, and style” (Duke & Tower, 2004, p. 
124).  
Although it is important for teachers to expose their students to nonfiction texts, it 
is not enough to stop at that point.  Teachers must also instruct their students on how to 
navigate them to make it possible for students to fully comprehend these texts.  Despite 
the research that reveals the importance of providing explicit comprehension instruction 
for struggling readers, or even all students, when working with nonfiction and fiction 
texts (Bryce, 2011; Duke, 2004; Maloch, 2008; Wilkinson & Son, 2011), research 
suggests that teachers are not providing this type of instruction (Allington, 2012; Durkin, 
1978/1979; Moss, 2008).  In this study, the participants did not consistently provide 
explicit comprehension instruction to their students to help them comprehend the text.  
For example, they often rushed through the text to ensure they had read through the 
material and answered any accompanying questions without pausing to model and 
encourage the students to monitor their comprehension.  Teachers who neglect to provide 
their students with explicit comprehension instruction for properly interacting with 
nonfiction texts also promote the social construction of struggling readers (Alvermann, 
2001; Triplett, 2007).  Students who do not receive instruction on how to properly 
navigate nonfiction texts will necessarily lack the skills they need to work effectively 
with nonfiction and, thus, fall further behind.  Various reasons may account for why 
teachers do not offer explicit comprehension instruction to their students. 
In some cases teachers are unaware of the need for explicit comprehension 
instruction or may not know how to convey it.  At the same time, teachers may allow 
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other factors to get in the way.  According to Moss (2008), “Content area literacy 
instruction is often eclipsed by concern about teaching content, especially with the 
current emphasis on standards-based instruction and high-stakes testing” (p. 204).  In this 
study, Moss’s assertion was supported by the fact that my participants focused more of 
their instruction on the content of the texts they used for social studies and science, rather 
than providing explicit comprehension instruction to assist their students in working with 
the nonfiction texts they encountered.  The focus on standards-based instruction and 
high-stakes testing were significant contributors to the teachers’ instructional focus.   
 The participants were knowledgeable about these strategies, but they allowed the 
overwhelming tension they felt about covering all of the social studies and science 
content prior to the state standardized test to impede them from affording their struggling 
readers the additional support they needed.  While they followed the reading/language 
arts standards that mandated them to instruct their students on nonfiction text features and 
their significance in their reading/language arts block, they were not clearly readdressed 
in the context of social studies and science.  During multiple observations I heard the 
teachers highlight various features, such as captions, bold words, the glossary, and charts 
or graphs.  However, I did not observe them specifically instructing their students on 
using these features while working with the social studies and science nonfiction texts.  It 
seems that the teachers allowed their fears of not covering all of the content prior to the 
standardized test to hinder them from using quality teaching practices, as research has 
shown in other cases (Afflerbach, 2004; Triplett, 2007; Valencia & Buly, 2004).  It is 
important to note that I did witness Samantha providing focused comprehension 
instruction to her struggling readers in her small group social studies lessons during my 
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last three observations.  In these lessons, she modeled reading the text as she read out 
loud to the students and they followed along.  She also guided them to think about and 
identify key information that she read.  Then she allowed them to practice with partners 
as she sat nearby and offered guidance where needed.  As Samantha worked with her 
small group of struggling readers it was clear that she was attempting to offer her 
students instruction within their ZPD (Vygtosky, 1978).  Samantha recognized that the 
social studies little reader they were using was beyond the reading level of her students, 
so she chose to start out reading it to them as they followed along and then allowed them 
to read with partners as she monitored their progress in an effort to help them better 
understand the text.   
The lack of consistent explicit comprehension instruction with nonfiction texts 
that I encountered in this study is a definite concern.  Unfortunately, it creates the 
possibility for the Matthew effect (Stanovich, 1986; Walberg & Tsai, 1983) to occur in 
that the students’ absence of exposure to explicit comprehension instruction while 
working with nonfiction texts may lead them into a downward spiral.  Without consistent 
instruction surrounding the use of various nonfiction text features within authentic texts 
to better understand their reading, students will likely have trouble comprehending these 
texts.  The probability of struggling readers engaging with nonfiction texts when they 
experience a high level of difficulty comprehending them is low.  As a result, the 
opportunities for them to develop their abilities to work with and comprehend nonfiction 
text in the future are not great.  In this way, teachers contribute to the social construction 
of struggling readers (Alvermann, 2001; Triplett, 2007) by not affording them the 
instruction required to enhance their capabilities to understand nonfiction text.  Even 
196 
 
 
 
though the teachers did not offer their students consistent explicit comprehension 
instruction, they did share about and exhibit some sound teaching practices. 
Nonfiction texts generally include technical vocabulary that is less familiar to 
students.  This was an issue that came up often in the conversations I had with my 
participants in interviews, as well as individual and focus group debriefs.  It was a strong 
area of focus for the teachers and one in which they seemed to offer a substantial amount 
of practice for all of their students.  Beth talked about making up songs and hand-
motions, as well as having the students draw pictures to go with the words and acting out 
the vocabulary, to help her students remember the vocabulary.  Audrey had her students 
draw pictures to accompany the words and tried to get her students to apply the 
vocabulary to real-life experiences they had that applied.  I observed Beth and Audrey 
engaging their students in these activities while reading nonfiction texts in social studies 
and science, so I saw them applying it within the context of the reading.  Samantha had 
her students complete vocabulary webs and attempted to concentrate on using the 
vocabulary in context.  I observed her encouraging the use of vocabulary in context, but I 
did not see her class use vocabulary webs.  In contrast to the other elements of 
comprehension instruction that the participants inconsistently provided their struggling 
readers, vocabulary was an area of strength.  It is possible that they did not have a strong 
knowledge base regarding comprehension instruction beyond vocabulary instruction.  
Relationship Between Teachers’ Experiences and Their Pedagogical Practices 
 In chapter 2, I discussed how personal experience, experience in schooling and 
instruction, and experience with formal knowledge affect teachers’ beliefs and 
understandings (Richardson, 1996).  I also noted how research suggests that the 
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relationship between teachers’ educational beliefs and their pedagogical practices is 
powerful (Pajares, 1992; Richardson et al., 1991).  Evidence of the connection between 
one’s experience, beliefs, and pedagogical practices emerged in the current study.  For 
example, Samantha enthusiastically described her experiences with nonfiction within the 
gifted program in the latter part of elementary school and throughout the curriculum in 
middle and high school.  She shared about engaging in research projects in her gifted 
program and how they studied the culture, as well as the language, in her Spanish classes. 
In addition, Samantha explained the nonfiction comprehension instruction she provided 
her students, which involved having her students look at text features within nonfiction 
texts and helping them understand how these features were useful for understanding the 
text.  Consistent with the literature on the associations between experience, beliefs, and 
pedagogical practices, Samantha’s classroom was the one that had the most nonfiction 
texts available for the students’ use, and she was the only one I observed helping 
struggling readers navigate a nonfiction text in a small group format.   
Beth, on the other hand, divulged that her experiences with nonfiction texts in 
school were limited and unmemorable.  The only experiences she could recall included 
working with textbooks, which she viewed as an exercise in reading to be able to 
regurgitate the information for the test.  In our final interview she linked her negative 
experiences with nonfiction text to the fact that she does not care for nonfiction as an 
adult.  I propose that Beth’s disdain for nonfiction influenced her thoughts about her 
students’ feelings towards nonfiction.  Essentially, she assumed her students were not 
interested in reading it and that it was something for her to coerce them through so they 
could take the required tests on it.  My interviews and observations of Beth revealed her 
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tendency to utilize the textbooks or social studies little readers that were supplied by the 
county in social studies and science.  She even expressed feeling like she needed to 
apologize to the students for making them read these nonfiction texts.  Consequently, her 
negative feelings toward nonfiction overshadowed her understanding of the importance 
and potential of nonfiction text.  
 Audrey fell somewhere in between Beth and Samantha.  Like Beth, her 
experiences with nonfiction in school were not memorable.  She said she was sure that 
she had read nonfiction in science, but she was unable to recall any particular examples.  
However, she did have some positive experiences with nonfiction, like Samantha, 
although hers were outside of school.  Specifically, her grandfather’s gifts of nonfiction 
books when she was a child provided her with a rich exposure to nonfiction texts, and it 
was a memory that she seemed to recall with delight.  Even though my observations of 
Audrey’s lessons typically involved the use of nonfiction texts supplied by the county, 
including textbooks and little readers, she did use a nonfiction piece that was copied out 
of a different book in the only reading/language arts lesson of hers that I observed.   Also, 
she mentioned different types of nonfiction materials she used in addition to the county 
provided resources, which included magazines and books from her own classroom 
library, as well as ones that were checked out from the media center.  
 Consequently, the connections between my participants’ experiences with 
nonfiction text and how they utilized it in the classroom were evident.  This is consistent 
with the Sociocognitive Interactive Model of Reading (Ruddell & Unrau, 2004), which 
claims that teachers’ general instructional purpose and how they conduct their instruction 
are influenced by the teachers’ beliefs and knowledge beforehand, as well as the situation 
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in which the reading event is occurring.  Beth’s lack of positive experiences with and 
feelings towards nonfiction carried over into her teaching in which she exposed her 
students to few nonfiction texts and felt as though she needed to apologize for making 
them suffer through them.  According to Rosenblatt’s (1994) Transactional Theory, 
readers may take two different stances while reading: aesthetic and efferent.  People 
typically take an efferent stance when reading nonfiction in order to focus on factual and 
quantitative aspects of meaning, but it is possible for them to take an aesthetic stance, as 
well.  However, it seemed that Beth’s negative experiences led her to feel that she could 
not approach nonfiction reading from an aesthetic stance, or one in which the reader 
concentrates on affective and qualitative features of meaning.  She also did not believe 
that her students could utilize an aesthetic approach to reading nonfiction.  Instead, it 
became more about identifying the important facts, memorizing them, and then moving 
on to the next part.  Audrey had rich, positive experiences with nonfiction at home but 
not as much in school.  She discussed having nonfiction materials accessible for her 
students in her classroom, but what I observed was reflective of the textbook reliance that 
she encountered in school while growing up.  In contrast, Samantha spoke about her 
valuable experiences with nonfiction in her gifted classes in elementary school, as well as 
in middle school and high school.  Her classroom was the one with the most access to 
nonfiction materials, and she was the only participant I observed working closely with 
her struggling readers in a small group setting to navigate nonfiction texts in social 
studies.  In contrast to Beth, Samantha would likely agree with Rosenblatt’s (1994) 
theory about shifting stances while reading since her outlook on nonfiction was more 
positive, most likely due to her own positive experiences growing up.  Thus, my 
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participants’ experiences, beliefs, and pedagogical practices were closely linked, as other 
studies have shown (Pajares, 1992; Richardson, 1996; Richardson et al., 1991).  In the 
following section I will discuss the implications that result from these claims.  
Implications of the Findings 
Implications for Teachers 
 Participating in this study provided my participants with an avenue for reflecting 
on and evaluating their pedagogical practices while working with struggling readers and 
nonfiction text.  Consistent with Vygotsky’s (1978) beliefs regarding learning as an 
intensely social process, which aligns well with the epistemological lens of social 
constructivism through which this study was conducted, the participants’ reflections and 
evaluations came through our discussions in the interviews and debriefs.  Researchers 
(Anders & Richardson, 1991; Richardson, 1996) assert that reflection can lead to 
adjustments in and/or additions to beliefs that teachers hold.  This occurred in the present 
study.  Beth was the most vocal about her reflections and the effects these had on her 
beliefs and plans for the future.  In our initial interview she realized that she hated 
nonfiction, which was a feeling that she later connected to the fact that she did not have 
positive experiences with nonfiction in school.  When I asked Beth what she would do 
differently next year with her comprehension instruction she stated that she would pull 
more nonfiction pieces and not isolate them only to social studies.  Another comment 
Beth made was that talking to me made her wish she could do so much more in social 
studies and science, but she did not feel like it was possible given the time constraints she 
faced.  Audrey made a similar statement in which she admitted that she believed the 
instruction she was providing her students in social studies and science was not the best 
201 
 
 
 
because of how quickly they were rushing through the material.  Similar to Beth, she felt 
like she had no other options beyond her current practice.  Audrey acknowledged in our 
final interview that participating in this study helped her realize that she needed to 
improve her instruction of nonfiction text and that the grade level needed to find more 
nonfiction materials to use with the students beyond the county provided resources.  She 
also claimed that she intended to teach her students about nonfiction text features closer 
to the beginning of the following school year to aid her students as they worked to 
understand the nonfiction text they would encounter during the school year.  Engaging in 
this research led my participants to reflect on their current practices and to think about 
what they might like to change in the future.  Thus, there is value in teachers taking the 
time to reflect on their existing pedagogical practices and to evaluate whether the 
instruction they are offering their students is truly what their students need.  Are they 
allowing stresses, such as the amount of time they have to teach certain subjects or the 
demands placed on them due to testing, to restrict their instruction and providing their 
students with lower quality instruction than what they know their students deserve?  
What changes might they make to their current practices to provide their students with 
high quality experiences with nonfiction texts?  These were confirmed for my 
participants, who recognized things they were doing that might need to change, as well as 
additions they needed to make in order to better educate their students.  I do not mean to 
suggest that this is an easy acknowledgement to make or that changing one’s present way 
of teaching requires little effort.  In fact, I know that it requires teachers to get creative, to 
do some research of their own, and to reach out to others that might be able to help them 
improve upon their practice.   
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While my participants’ experiences, or lack thereof, with nonfiction text are 
unchangeable, there is no need to repeat those which led to an avoidance of nonfiction 
text in their later lives, particularly in teaching.  Students that do not have the 
opportunities to work with nonfiction texts are not likely to gain the skills needed to work 
effectively with them.  Without those skills then they are prone to avoid working with 
nonfiction, thereby diminishing their chances to gain a stronger grasp of how to read 
them and the material they offer.  As a result, the Matthew effect (Stanovich, 1986; 
Walberg & Tsai, 1983) can occur.  It is as if teachers are setting struggling readers up to 
fail by not exposing them to nonfiction texts and demonstrating how to read and 
understand them.  Thus, it is up to teachers today to ensure that their students have rich 
and varied experiences with nonfiction texts in an effort to build a strong foundation for 
working with these texts.  The Common Core Standards may serve as an impetus to 
increasing the exposure that students get to nonfiction texts since they require that 50% of 
reading/language arts instruction involves informational reading.  My hope is that the 
Common Core Standards will lead the teachers who are using them to focus more 
attention on the use of nonfiction text. 
While Durkin’s (1978/1979) research exposed the fact that teachers provided their 
students with little comprehension instruction and Allington (2012) confirmed this was 
still the case, this has to change.  There is no shortage of research that supports the fact 
that struggling readers, or really all students, benefit from explicit comprehension 
instruction (Allington, 2012; Duke, 2004; Lubliner, 2004; Palincsar & Brown, 1984; 
Triplett, 2007).  It is time for teachers to adjust their pedagogical practices and 
demonstrate to their struggling readers how to effectively work with texts, nonfiction 
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texts in particular, that they are reading through explicit comprehension instruction.  
Perhaps the first step is to determine why teachers are not providing that instruction.  Is it 
because they feel that their time is too limited as was the main reason for the participants 
in this study?  Are they uncertain how to offer that instruction to their students?  Once 
this reasoning is identified, then steps must be taken to remedy the situation.  Students 
can no longer suffer because of a lack of explicit comprehension instruction.   
In addition to discovering that students were receiving little comprehension 
instruction, Durkin (1978/1979) also found that the teachers in her study did not view 
social studies as a time to develop reading comprehension in their students.  I would 
venture to say that many teachers feel that way and may be inclined to focus their 
comprehension instruction solely in their reading/language arts block.  However, teachers 
who subscribe to this belief are doing their students a disservice.  Rather than viewing 
reading/language arts as separate from social studies and science, teachers need to 
understand that integration is the key to helping students gain content knowledge while 
also honing their reading comprehension abilities.  Social studies and science are prime 
areas in which teachers should teach students reading comprehension, particularly 
because much of the literature used within these subject areas is nonfiction.  Integration 
of content area information into reading/language arts instruction is another element of 
the Common Core standards that may prove helpful in urging teachers to take this 
important step.  This integration should not only include the use of texts that are print 
materials but also online resources.  Consequently, this requires that teachers educate 
their students on the tools they need for searching, reading and comprehending, as well as 
evaluating the information they find on the Internet.  As I have already discussed 
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nonfiction composes the bulk of reading material that adults read (Duke, 2004; Pearson, 
2004; Venezky, 2000), which makes it extremely important that students learn how to 
glean information from these materials.  Teachers must take it seriously that they are 
largely responsible for assisting their students in obtaining the skills they need to 
successfully interact with a variety of nonfiction text in their adult lives.   
Teachers must heed the recommendations and examples for enhancing their 
students’ understanding of informational text demonstrated through reliable research 
(Bryce, 2011; Duke, 2004; Maloch, 2008).  For example, Duke (2004) offers several 
recommendations for kindergarten through third grade teachers to develop their students’ 
comprehension of informational text, beginning with increasing their contact with 
nonfiction text by including more in their classrooms.  She asserts that students need 
more time to work with these texts and that teachers should provide them with authentic 
opportunities to work with nonfiction texts, such as conducting research that leads to the 
creation of a brochure to be used at a local organization.  Duke also calls for explicit 
comprehension instruction, as discussed previously.  In particular, reciprocal teaching 
(Palincsar & Brown, 1984) is a valuable approach to explicitly teaching comprehension 
strategies.  Reciprocal teaching (Palincsar & Brown, 1984) calls for teachers to explicitly 
teach and model how to generate questions, make predictions, clarify, and summarize 
information within texts.  In addition to the teaching and modeling performed by the 
teacher, students also have the opportunity to take on the role of teacher and eventually 
move to using these strategies while reading on their own.  Moreover, teachers need to 
infuse the teaching of informational text structures into the authentic use of nonfiction 
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texts and engage their students in explicit discussion about the texts they are reading 
(Maloch, 2008).   
Implications for Teacher Preparation Programs and Professional Development 
Leaders 
The findings in this study have several implications for programs that educate pre-
service teachers.  Professors who work with pre-service teachers need to stress the need 
for their students to have classroom libraries with a balance of fiction and nonfiction 
texts.  Not only should their students have accessibility to these materials, but it is 
important to provide them with nonfiction texts that are on their level so they can more 
easily gather information from them.  Thus, teachers need to make sure that they have 
nonfiction materials that are on their struggling readers’ levels to increase the likelihood 
that these students will engage with nonfiction texts.  Education professors should also 
encourage pre-service teachers to bring in additional nonfiction materials from the media 
center and emphasize the need to make various types of nonfiction texts accessible to 
their students.  Digital resources should be included within the different types in that 
professors should guide pre-service teachers to instruct their students on how to search 
the Internet and evaluate the information they find, where it is age-appropriate.   
While providing access to nonfiction materials is important, pre-service teachers 
also need to know about the significance of modeling explicit comprehension instruction 
involving nonfiction texts (Allington, 2012; Duke, 2004; Lubliner, 2004).  In addition to 
telling pre-service teachers that explicit comprehension instruction is important, 
education professors should model this practice for pre-service teachers and give them 
opportunities to practice themselves.  Explicit comprehension instruction is important for 
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all readers, but it is particularly important for struggling readers.  Pre-service teachers 
need to know about the significance of providing explicit comprehension instruction to 
their struggling readers in an effort to avoid the Matthew effect (Stanovich, 1986; 
Walberg & Tsai, 1983).  Consequently, professors should inform pre-service teachers 
about this theory and the damaging consequences of not providing struggling readers 
with the proper instruction.   
Professors must educate pre-service teachers on the research that discusses ways 
to enrich their students’ comprehension of informational text (Bryce, 2011; Duke, 2004; 
Maloch, 2008).  By doing this they can help pre-service teachers understand why they 
need to place such an emphasis on exposure to nonfiction text, as well as the importance 
of explicitly teaching comprehension instructional strategies for working with nonfiction 
texts.  Professors need to equip pre-service teachers with the proper references to support 
their decisions about making sure ample nonfiction materials are available to their 
students, especially in the event their pre-service teachers need to make a case for a 
school to help provide these materials. 
Education professors should train their pre-service teachers about the different 
genres within nonfiction and address the fact that they are defined differently by different 
people (Maloch & Bomer, forthcoming, March 2013).  Since so many states have 
adopted the Common Core standards, it is fitting for professors and their pre-service 
teachers to analyze these standards and how they deal with nonfiction texts to gain a 
better understanding of what students need to know.  Beyond knowing this information, 
pre-service teachers need to understand the text structures that are included within each 
of the genres and how best to instruct their students on how to work with them. 
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Furthermore, the current reality is that standardized testing has a strong impact on 
education.  Pre-service teachers need to be prepared to handle the pressures that go along 
with the focus on accountability associated with these tests and offered ideas to facilitate 
the management of this stress while also providing their students, especially struggling 
readers, with high quality instruction.  Professors need to address the truth that teachers 
facing testing pressures may end up providing their students with low quality instruction 
(Afflerbach, 2004; Triplett, 2007; Valencia & Buly, 2004), even when the teachers are 
aware of what they should be doing for their students.  Since research exhibits that the 
development of proficient readers is highly correlated to high quality teaching (Allington, 
2011, 2012; Piasta et al., 2009; Taylor et. al, 2000), this is a serious concern.  Struggling 
readers are at a disadvantage when compared to their higher performing peers, and it is 
vital that they receive quality instruction that meets their needs throughout the day 
(Allington, 2007).   
Based on the current evidence that shows the tendency for teachers to provide 
their students with more exposure to fiction texts versus nonfiction texts (Bryce, 2011; 
Jeong et al., 2010; Maloch, 2008), people who are in charge of professional development 
need to address the magnitude of ensuring that students are afforded at least the same 
amount of exposure to nonfiction texts as they are fiction texts.  In an effort to assist 
teachers in exposing their students to an adequate amount of nonfiction texts, 
professional development leaders should help teachers find high quality examples of 
nonfiction texts that are on their students’ levels.  In particular, they need to help teachers 
find texts that work well for struggling readers to ensure that they do not fall even further 
behind than their higher-performing peers.   
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In addition to helping teachers find nonfiction texts, professional development 
leaders need to assess whether their teachers know strategies for explicitly teaching their 
students how to comprehend nonfiction text.  If teachers are not knowledgeable about 
these strategies, then the professional development leaders need to educate them about 
what strategies to use and how to use them.  Furthermore, professional development 
leaders should guide teachers in understanding the vital importance of providing explicit 
comprehension instruction to all of their students, especially struggling readers.   
In the current era of accountability, professional development leaders need to 
embrace the reality of the potential for pressures associated with a focus on standardized 
testing to lead to negative effects.  Specifically, professional development leaders need to 
have an open dialogue with teachers about how testing pressures can interfere with 
quality teaching (Afflerbach, 2004; Triplett, 2007).  Along with this open dialogue is the 
necessity to discourage teachers from letting this happen and offering them solutions to 
avoid this occurrence.  While it is never acceptable for any student to receive poor quality 
teaching, it is particularly devastating for struggling readers.  Professional development 
leaders must help their teachers find ways to offer their struggling readers high quality 
teaching that involves the additional support they need to succeed. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
As I analyzed my data additional thoughts came to my mind.  For example, I 
wonder how the teachers’ participation in this study will affect their pedagogical 
practices in the future, particularly since the participants mentioned changes they would 
like to make in the following school year.  I am also interested to see how the 
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implementation of the Common Core standards in the school will impact their use of 
nonfiction texts, as well as their instruction surrounding it.  
The novelty of the Common Core standards necessarily provides a rich arena for 
future research.  How do they influence the accessibility of nonfiction texts for students 
within school?  How are nonfiction texts used?  How do the Common Core standards 
address the needs of struggling readers, and what strategies associated with the standards 
effectively support the needs of struggling readers?  How are the Common Core 
standards preparing all students, including struggling readers, for the large amount of 
nonfiction reading the students will encounter as adults?  What adjustments need to be 
made to the standards in order to provide students at all levels with the instruction they 
need to become successful adults? 
 Further research that looks at struggling readers and nonfiction texts is needed.  In 
particular, researchers should seek examples of effective instruction with struggling 
readers and nonfiction text.  Rather than simply pinpointing what struggling readers need, 
perhaps research exhibiting actual examples that have worked will convince other 
teachers to accept the charge of ensuring that struggling readers receive the high quality 
instruction they need for success.  
 Last of all, research has shown some negative effects associated with an emphasis 
on high-stakes testing with respect to the quality of instruction students receive 
(Afflerbach, 2004; Triplett, 2007; Valencia & Buly, 2004).  Again, instead of focusing on 
the negative, researchers should search for real examples of teachers managing the stress 
associated with a focus on high-stakes testing while also providing struggling readers 
with quality instruction that prepares them for the future.     
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Conclusion 
 In this study I was intrigued by the connections I observed between the teachers 
own experiences and their beliefs and understandings about nonfiction text.  I was 
disheartened by the disconnect between these constructs and their pedagogical practices 
due to the pressures they faced in terms of restricted time to cover a large amount of 
content and testing.  At the same time, I was encouraged by their reflections and 
proclamations of plans to make changes in the future to better educate their struggling 
readers and students, in general.    
 The information gathered in this study highlights the need to find ways to 
discourage the negative consequences of pressures that many teachers confront in the 
current era of accountability in which an emphasis on standards-based curriculum and 
testing are paramount.  There is a need to ensure that all teachers understand the 
importance of exposing their students to various types of nonfiction texts.  Teachers must 
also grasp the magnitude of high quality instruction for their students involving explicit 
instruction in comprehension instruction.  In an effort to make this happen, teacher 
preparation programs and professional development leaders have to recognize these 
needs and then provide the in-service and pre-service teachers they work with the tools 
they need to effectively pass this information to their current and future students.  
Struggling readers not receiving the instruction they need to enhance their abilities to 
comprehend nonfiction texts is unacceptable.  We must make certain that all teachers 
have the wherewithal and drive needed to properly educate their students for success in 
the present and future. 
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APPENDIXES 
APPENDIX A 
Questions: Interview 1 
1) What are your understandings about reading instruction? 
2) How did you develop your understandings about reading instruction? 
3) Please, describe your ideal literacy block. 
4) What strategies do you use in your literacy instruction?  Why do you use these 
strategies? 
5) How would you describe comprehension instruction for fiction versus nonfiction 
texts? 
6) How do you define texts? 
7) How would you define the term “struggling reader?” 
8) In what areas do you feel most comfortable about working with struggling 
readers? 
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APPENDIX B 
Questions: Interview 2 
1) Please, describe one or two students in your classroom that you find interesting to 
work with this year.  What makes this child/these children interesting to you? 
2) What types of nonfiction materials do you use in social studies and science? 
3) How do you determine which nonfiction materials to use? 
4) What types of activities do you engage your students in during social studies and 
science? 
5) What, if any, accommodations do you make for your struggling readers in social 
studies and science? 
6) If you could offer extra help for the students in your class who struggle in reading, 
what would that look like? 
7) What has been most helpful to you as you learn to make accommodations for your 
struggling readers? 
8) If you could change something that would make it easier for your struggling 
readers, what would you change and why? 
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APPENDIX C 
Questions: Interview 3  
1) Please, describe your own literacy experiences with nonfiction texts in school 
from elementary through high school.  What types of schools did you attend?  
How did you feel about the schools, in general, and your literacy experiences, in 
particular? 
2) What types of nonfiction comprehension instruction did you provide your 
students this year?  Which ones do you feel were successful and why?   
3) What do you think you might do differently in terms of nonfiction comprehension 
instruction in the future? 
4) How do you feel your struggling readers did with nonfiction texts during social 
studies and science?  Why do you feel that way?   
5) What strategies for comprehending nonfiction texts did you use with your 
struggling readers this year that you felt were successful?   
6) What would you like to know more about with respect to working with struggling 
readers and nonfiction texts? 
7) Is there anything else that you would like to tell me about working with struggling 
readers while using nonfiction text? 
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APPENDIX D 
Questions: Individual Teacher Debriefs 
1) What did you have planned for today’s lesson?  What happened during the 
lesson? 
2) How do you feel about the way the lesson went today? 
3) What strategies or activities did you use today that you feel went well?   
4) What concerns do you have about your struggling readers in social studies and 
science? 
5) What do you plan to do in order to address these concerns? 
6) What do you have planned for social studies and/or science over the next week?  
What do you have planned in social studies/science over the next month? 
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APPENDIX E 
Questions: Focus Group Teacher Debriefs 
1) What have you been doing in social studies and science over the last month? 
2) How do you feel about how science and social studies are going? 
3) What strategies or activities have you been using that you feel are working well? 
4) What concerns do you have about your struggling readers in science and social 
studies? 
5) What do you plan to do to address these concerns? 
6) What do you have planned for social studies or science over the next week?  What 
do you have planned over the next month? 
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APPENDIX F 
Data Analysis Process 
Date Data Sources Explanation of Data 
Analysis Process 
Results of Data 
Analysis 
6-20-12 interviews, 
individual debriefs, 
observation field 
notes, artifacts 
I read through the 
transcriptions of the three 
interviews I had with 
Beth, my field notes from 
my observations in her 
classroom, and looked at 
the artifacts that 
accompanied those 
observations.  I also 
listened to the individual 
debriefs I had with her 
and noted any pertinent 
information.  As I went 
through all of these data 
sources I made note of 
potential codes to use 
alongside the examples 
within my data. 
Codes Developed: 
-Small group instruction 
-Whole group  
 instruction 
-Time 
- Monitoring    
  comprehension  
-Demands of  
 vocabulary 
-Vocabulary support 
-Trouble finding  
 materials 
-Kids as teacher 
-Not enough materials 
-Test preparation 
-Realizations 
-Skills focused 
-Accommodations for  
 struggling readers   
 (s.r.) 
-Feelings of  
 inadequacy 
-review of material/  
 repeated exposure 
-s.r.’s need for  
 exposure in various  
 ways 
-Flashcards 
-Study guide 
-Textbook 
-Trade books 
-Less complex text 
-Higher-order  
 questioning 
-Identifying nonfiction  
 text features 
-Discussions 
-Tracking the print 
6-25-12 interviews, I repeated the same New Codes: 
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individual debriefs,  
observation field 
notes, artifacts 
process as above, but I 
did this with my data on 
Samantha.  In addition to 
using the list of codes I 
had started with the data 
on Beth, I added new 
codes that surfaced. 
-Mandated  
 accommodations 
-Confidence 
-Partners 
-Leveled texts 
-Skills instruction 
7-2-12 interviews, 
individual debriefs, 
observation field 
notes, artifacts 
I repeated the same 
process as I had done 
with the data on Beth and 
Samantha, but I did it 
with the data on Audrey.  
I used the previously 
begun list of codes and 
added new ones that 
emerged from the data. 
New Codes: 
-Sit and get 
-Reminders 
-Individual attention to  
 specific issues 
7-10-12 interviews, 
individual debriefs, 
observation field 
notes, focus group 
debriefs 
I went through the data 
on all three participants, 
including the focus group 
debriefs, to assess the 
relationships between the 
codes.  Based on these 
relationships, I identified 
potential themes. 
Initial Themes: 
-Not enough time to  
 cover large amount of  
 required material 
-Accommodations  
 struggling readers need 
-Accommodations  
 provided for struggling  
 readers 
-Leveled materials 
-Time constraints 
-Focus on testing 
-Textbook reliance 
-Poor quality of  
 materials 
-Vocabulary 
8-23-12  I reviewed the initial 
themes I had formulated 
in an effort to identify 
overarching themes. 
Major Themes: 
-Accommodations for  
 struggling readers 
-Pressures to cover it all 
-Quality and  
 accessibility of  
 materials 
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APPENDIX G 
 
Example of Data to Support a Theme 
 
ACCOMMODATIONS STRUGGLING READERS NEED 
“…I think just, umm, really honing in on what their struggle is…and then finding 
strategies to help them.  So, if they’re really struggling with fluency then, umm, I would 
have them practice, you know, fluency pieces in the room with me and we could time 
them and maybe create a graph to help that child see their success as they, umm, 
improved.  Umm, I would definitely talk to their parents about strategies at home, maybe 
reading out loud to, umm, a pet or a stuffed animal or to the parent.  Umm, if their 
struggle was with comprehension then I would, umm, try to do small groups or 
individualized instruction with them and, umm, work on those skills of underlining or 
highlighting your answers so that they’re not just feeling like they have to guess but 
teaching them strategies where they can go back to the passage and actually prove and 
find their answer instead of just feeling like they have to guess.” (Audrey, Initial 
Interview, 1-27-12) –this was in response to my question about she would approach 
working with a s. r. (she questioned whether I meant to tell them or to help them so I 
added helping them into my qt.); first she would determine what exactly they were having 
trouble w/ and then offers what she would do if it were fluency or comprehension; wants 
to teach them strategies they can use  
 
I think just the extra instruction, umm…  You know, having teachers maybe in special ed 
or ESOL, as well, who are contributing to them, umm…you know, doing better, 
umm….just being able to teach them the strategies they need to, to build their confidence.  
I think, you know, once their confidence is built up a little bit and they’re able to have 
some strategies they can use on their own, I feel like they usually, umm, make some 
improvements.  (Audrey, Initial Interview, 1-27-12) –this was in response to my qt. about 
what she would contribute the great strides that she’s seen struggling readers make over 
the years; she thinks the extra instruction they receive either from spec. ed. or ESOL 
teachers helps, as well as building up their confidence  
  
“I definitely want to make a point with my kids if they are struggling or even if they’re 
not that reading is so important and I never want a child to feel, umm, like they can’t read 
or they’re not a good reader or they’re not a fast reader so, umm, I try not to put a lot of 
pressure on them and, umm, we always try to celebrate their success when they, umm, 
are doing good things in reading.” (Audrey, Initial Interview, 1-27-12) –doesn’t want to 
kids (s. r. & otherwise) to feel like they can’t read, aren’t a good reader, or a fast reader- 
tries not to put a lot of pressure on them & celebrates their success-this kind of fits w/ 
accommodations made & this section 
 
“…small group and then it seems like they might need, you know, more attention to the 
vocabulary so maybe being able to do more like flashcard type things with them or using 
some, you know, magazines to locate pictures of things that we’re learning about.  Maybe 
using more graphic organizers to pick out main idea and details, umm, I guess also using 
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more, you know, varied text because I feel like once again we’re stuck in those same little 
readers for the most part just to get the information and move on.” (Audrey, Second 
Interview, 3-27-12) –in response to my qt. about what she would do to offer extra help in 
s. s. & science to her students that struggle with reading; She feels like struggling 
readers would benefit from small group instruction, more vocabulary activities like 
flashcards and cutting out pictures in magazines, using graphic organizers to pick out 
main idea and details, and the use of varied text. Does varied mean leveled or just 
additional books? –perhaps I could relate this to the fact that she uses whole group (as 
discussed in the not enough time section) b/c of timing & the fact that she feels like the 
info. is new to all of them—shows a disconnect b/n what she thinks they need and what 
she provides them 
 
 
